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For Miriam, in the land of Oz  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“Tell me about the dream where we pull the bodies out of the lake 
and dress them in warm clothes again.”  
“Scheherazade,” Richard Siken 
Leaves stirred; mud shifted; there was the smell of overripe green things. A soft ball of fur 
broke and scattered like dandelion spores in the breeze. 
“All that time, all that time, I thought I was missing Jude.” And the loss pressed down on 
her chest and came up into her throat. ‘We was girls together,’ she said as though 
explaining something. “O Lord, Sula,” she cried, “girl, girl, girlgirlgirl.” 
It was a fine cry — loud and long — but it had no bottom and it had no top, just circles 
and circles of sorrow. 
Sula, Toni Morrison 
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1Bedroom Community 
“It wasn’t as dark and scary as it sounds. I had a lot of fun.” 
-Albert DeSalvo 
On the bus ride home from her piano lesson, Ann reads it in the paper. After, she 
imagines it went like this: 
A week ago, a man went to church. His mom was supposed to be there but was 
late, and so, there he was, waiting outside St. Joseph’s. He was dreading the inside, 
anyway: it was a beautiful morning, mid-June, Year of our Lord, 1962. After a half hour 
of waiting, he stopped checking his watch. The birds were back and chirping. As the 
service ended, folks pushed past him, muttering. All those people and his mother was 
nowhere among them. At least he hadn’t missed her. At least she hadn’t snuck in through 
the back, which would have  led to another spat, something about him never making it to 
services. Well, the tables surely had turned that day. But the morning was too lovely for 
worry. He’d drop by her apartment and they’d get lunch together, like every Sunday. 
Only. Only, when he got there, to his mother’s apartment, on that sun-filled spring day, 
after a brisk, beautiful walk, he opened the door with his spare key and called for her. 
Only to find her where she was. On the floor of the bathroom, splayed out like… like 
that, her favorite plush blue robe open, and exposed to him in every way, and only 
2yesterday she had told him how tired her neck had been that week, all those hours spent 
bent over paperwork. Her neck, bent back, wrapped with the cord of her robe, tied like a 
bow, and he remembered her voice asking him if he could meet her at church with a 
bottle of aspirin. He checked his pocket. He had forgotten the aspirin. It was this thought 
that sent him, wailing, to the floor, and his murdered mother could not see this, and did 
not feel the ‘thump,’ as he sank to his knees, the thump that, at last, alerted the neighbors. 
# 
“This city is falling apart,” Mrs. O’Brien says, more to herself than Ann’s mother. 
The walls of the apartment are so thin that, even from Tilly’s bedroom, Ann can hear the 
mothers’ playing cards snap against the kitchen table. Beside her, Tilly is completely 
asleep against Ann’s shoulder. 
Ann listens as her mother stubs her cigarette into the tuna fish can they use for an 
ash tray. Ann’s mother and Tilly’s can only smoke together now, late into the night, 
because Mr. O’Brien is at work. He doesn’t approve of women smoking cigarettes 
outside of the company of “gentlemen.”  
“You got me again, Dorrie,” Mother says. 
It occurs to Ann that she’s never heard Mrs. O’Brien’s first name before. She likes 
the way it comes from Mother’s mouth, like a cough. 
“Fair and square,” Mrs. O’Brien says. “At least we’re not charging you rent.”  
They both laugh.  
Earlier that day, Ann had come home from her piano lesson to find Mother, pale 
3“We’re going to stay with O’Brien’s.” She said. “Just for a little while.” 
And, in some ways, Ann knew it was coming. In the weeks leading up to this, 
Mother had taken to staying up all night in the living room of their one-bedroom, perched 
on the plastic covered couch with an old ski pole. And of course, Ann explained to her 
almost daily that they didn’t even think the Stocking Killer broke in to apartments. He 
didn’t just creep in at night time, no, those old ladies had to have opened the door for 
him, to fate. But, Ann supposed, maybe the alternative was worse: that he was some sort 
of specter. And in that case, a ski pole certainly wouldn’t help. But by the time Mother 
figured this out, a co-worker of hers at Brigham had already been killed. Nobody Mother 
knew — it was a big hospital, after all — but still far too close for comfort. And so, here 
they were, upstairs with their neighbors, just “for now,” because then, at least, there 
would be five of them. Practically a battalion. Mother didn’t have to explain any of this 
for Ann to understand, to be filled with joy at the prospect of spending every day (and 
night) with Matilda O’Brien.  
Because this was her chance. For most of her fourteen years on this Earth, Ann 
had been a casual friend of Tilly’s, a neighborhood acquaintance who joined the O’Briens 
for dinner on Fridays, when Mother worked a double shift, and who sometimes helped 
Tilly with particularly complicated math homework. Tilly, bright and charming, and 
scouted — already! — for the high school volleyball team, laugh like a sonata, hair old-
school red like Rita Hayworth. Till had a whole gaggle of friends at school, and so, 
outside this building, rarely spared Ann a second thought. Ann spent most of her time at 
school alone, in any case, skipping recess to read in the library, and, occasionally, 
4spotting Tilly as she giggled down the halls, arm-in-arm with whichever girlfriend shared 
her next class.  
With Tilly’s body pressed so tight against hers, Ann can’t help but sweat in the 
darkness. Ann turns to look at Tilly, her thick hair mussed up over her face, lips parted, 
the delicate fingers of her eyelashes brushing against her cheeks. The skin of Tilly’s arm, 
draped across Ann’s tummy, is almost glued there. As soon as she fell asleep, she clung to 
Ann, gum on a bus seat. Glorious gum! on a bus seat!  
No, Ann wouldn’t trade this for the world. Outside, in the city, sirens. 
# 
The entire triple decker shakes the next afternoon when Mr. O’Brien rises. He 
carries himself like a Viking. Tilly jokes that all good Irish Men are like this. Ann’s 
father, too, was Irish, and though like Mr. O’Brien, he had survived the war, he hadn’t 
survived an arbitrary Boston commute. He had tripped on the platform, waiting for the T, 
and was completely crushed by a train barreling towards Park Street. 
Before heading to work at his night shift, Mr. O’Brien makes the trek, room to 
room, locking windows, checking in closets and under furniture. Tilly sits busy beside 
Ann on the couch, folding a cootie catcher. Her legs swing and, every once in a while, a 
leg bare under cotton shorts brushes Ann’s. And Ann sits taller. Tilly is covered in 
freckles all over, freckles, like a flock of birds. Later, before sleeping, Ann will play 
Tilly’s game.  
“Ask a question,” Tilly will say. And Ann will not know what question to ask, and 
so Tilly will tell her, giggling, to ask something fun. “Do you have a crush? Ask about 
5your crush.” 
 And she will. 
“I guess, um, should I tell them how I feel?”  
Tilly will nod approvingly, and that in of itself will feel good, like something. The 
catcher, in Tilly’s jumpy handwriting, will say: Try Again. 
Mr. O’Brien does Tilly’s bedroom last. He locks the lone window first, then, 
grunting, pushes the heavy oak bookshelf in front of it to seal the room, as if to stop a 
leak in a barrel. In the morning, when the house is awake and Mrs. O’Brien needs to open 
the window and let out the cooking smoke, it is all hands on deck. Mrs. O’Brien, Mother, 
Tilly and Ann each take up a corner and heave. Ann thinks: the shelf must grow heavy 
over night. Mr. O’Brien does with ease something it takes four grunting women to do so 
the fried Spam smell doesn’t sink into their sheets.  
When the window is sealed tight, Mr. O’Brien comes to get them from the couch. 
He pats Tilly’s shoulder, kisses the crown of her head, and avoids Ann completely. That’s 
okay. She’d avoid Mr. O’Brien at all costs if she could, too. Tomorrow, Mother will tell 
her that Ann should be more grateful, that Mr. O’Brien has made a wonderful and safe 
home, and has been so generous to include them in it. But this is nothing new, she tries to 
say, it’s always been like this. Mother might feel like a stranger, but Ann is already a kind 
of regular here at the O’Briens, the carpet is hers as much as anyone’s. She knows all the 
rules, all the cracked kitchen tiles. She is home already. 
# 
In that bed, Ann imagines that something could happen. It would start with Ann’s 
6hands, which would find Tilly’s back, almost without any help from Ann herself. The 
small of it would be so soft, and if that had been it, if that had been all, surely, Anne could 
have stopped right there and been totally fine, sated, for all time. But then, imagined Tilly 
opens her mouth and keens, curving her back and pressing her soft belly towards Ann.  
There are things that boys and girls do, like kissing with their mouths open; Ann 
has even seen it before, by the dumpsters after school gets out. But Tilly is precious, and 
Ann would never expose her to that, make her hair smell like garbage. So, in bed, hidden, 
despite the heat, under the blankets, Ann would start with just her fingers. 
The sun would come up, and Tilly would push her head out of the blanket, goofy, 
like a turtle. In Ann’s imagination, there is no bookshelf blocking the window. Her mind 
has the room painted with heat, painted with the orange, early Summer sun. Tilly would 
look at Ann, totally new. Her hair everywhere, knotted in the back from all the rolling. 
Ann has never seen this look before. Not on Tilly. Not on anybody; her eyes, green and 
flecked in the middle with reddish gold. They’d be melting in the sunlight, at the sight of 
Ann’s face. There isn’t any word for this. People who say ‘love’ do not know what that 
word means. Nobody else knows. How could they? 
# 
Leggy limbed, hot, Ann and Tilly make their way up the street to the corner store. 
They buy apples with money Ann “found” in her Mom’s purse. The man behind the 
counter is surrounded by the glow of his hot dog machine. The smell of it fills the whole 
store, that thick, processed stench, and Ann imagines that the man’s hair — if you even 
dared to get that close — probably smelled like it, too. The hot dogs turn in their little 
7machine, glistening. The newspaper rack in the corner of the room is nearly empty. But 
there’s still a copy or two. She ponders swiping a copy, of course, but she wants to 
impress Tilly with something. So she puts the two apples on the formica counter. 
“Hi, girlies,” the man says, smiling. “Apples, huh?”  
“Fuel food,” Tilly says, curt. 
Outside, free of the hot dog stench, Tilly opens her mouth and mimics a retch.  
“It wasn’t that bad,” Ann says. 
“Girlies.” Tilly quotes. “Did you see the way he looked at me?” 
They munch their apples as they walk.  
“Thanks for the apple,” says Tilly.  
Quickly, Ann tells her that she’s welcome. She wishes she had more money, 
enough for an ice cream, but Tilly waves her away. She is happy with the apple as it is.  
“So, Banananey” Tilly says, a flake of red skin between her teeth. “How’re the 
piano lessons?”  
“Don’t call me that.”  
“What? Banananey?”  
“Yes. Mother’s invention. And I hate it.”  
“Question stands.” 
“Mrs. Cohen is sort of a pain, and I have to take the bus all the way to 
Somerville.” Ann says, then takes another bite. She likes to eat her apple until it’s all the 
way done, all the way up to the brown stem, the seeds. 
“Did you know that I always wanted to do that?” Tilly says. Her eyes are wide. 
8“What, take the bus?” 
“No, dummy, play the piano! Guess I’m stuck with volleyball. I guess.”  
“Oh, please! Stuck? You’re amazing. I only wish I could play with you, I got bad 
knees.” 
“What 14 year old has ‘bad knees’?” 
“I had polio.”  
“Oh. Shoot. Sorry.”  
Then, Ann laughs. Of course she was kidding. She never had polio — and then, 
very quickly, Tilly is laughing too. And it’s just as magical as she could have imagined, 
them laughing together.  
Around them, the street is alive with the summer day. Parents would rather have 
kids out, in groups, kicking cans and risking skinned knees than being trapped inside, 
even despite what’s going on.  
“Penny for your thoughts?” Tilly drops her apple core on the ground, leaves it to 
bake on the concrete.  
(It’s out before Ann can stop it.) 
“I was just thinking about the murders.” 
“Yeah. I can’t help it, I do too.” Tilly says. Then she clears her throat. “It’s just 
so… horrible. What he does to them.”  
“Yes.” 
“Why on Earth —” Tilly stops. “And the pictures of it? In the paper?” 
“They don’t show the worst of it. Have you been reading the articles?” 
9“No, Daddy says I’m not allowed. I’ve peeked at them a bit, but I haven’t been 
able to read the whole thing.” 
The stink of the asphalt, poured fresh a few weeks ago — hits Ann hard as they 
turn the corner onto their street. She knows she must be sweating something awful, but 
Tilly smells like baby powder — she looks matte, dry, even in the sun. 
“But,” Tilly says, pausing. She loops her hand through a chain link fence, leaning 
back. After a moment, she turns back and looks at Ann, her pink bottom lip  in her teeth. 
“What? What is the worst of it?”  
Ann smiles, then puts it away. She doesn’t know how it will go or how Tilly will 
take it when she shows her the paper she’s squirreled away in her pack, but she feels 
emboldened. Good. She loops her arm in Tilly’s, and walks her back to their triple decker. 
 Mrs. O’Brien isn’t home, when the girls arrive. The apartment is stuffy, 
golden with the summer sun. Together, they open all the windows. Let in the breeze. Tilly 
goes to the fridge and brings out the bowl Mrs. O’Brien keeps in the fridge of sliced 
cucumber and vinegar. Ann has a bite, admires the sharp, cool burn of the pink vinegar, 
the way Tilly’s eyes close to enjoy the bite.  
They take the bowl with them into Tilly’s bedroom, a thing which they are Not 
Supposed to Do. The room is cooler, now, with the window open. Outside, dogs are 
barking. Kids are sprinting down the street, the chug of their Chucks against the hot top. 
Tilly sits on her bed and crosses her legs, the little porcelain bowl in her hand. 
The newspaper comes out from Ann’s worn flannel pack, and they trade, the 
newspaper for the col bowl of cucumbers.  
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“It’s a few days old, I’m sorry.” Ann says. Tilly, generously, rolls her eyes.  
In ten minutes, its done. All the cucumbers are gone, and Tilly is crying.  
“Her son had to find her like that, how awful! How awful.”  
She looks so small, then, curled over herself, over the paper, Ann can’t help but sit 
beside her. The floor creaks as she moves towards Tilly, resting the bowl on the 
nightstand. And as she tugs the newspaper from Tilly’s grasp, it tears. It doesn’t matter. 
She lets her fingers touch the curve of Tilly’s neck there, in the daytime, and pulls Tilly’s 
head, all of its red curls, to her shoulder.  
And there, on the bed, the electric fan in the living room humming enough to hide 
their voices, Ann tells her about violence. And the trick to it all, which was the 
acceptance. The numbness. 
“I was with my father when he fell in front of the train,” Ann says. 
And, in fact, it was terrible. Her mother screamed as he tumbled, and nobody 
turned — they thought it was just the screech of the wheels. It was all like a movie, like 
North by Northwest, and she stood there, waiting for the train to stop moving. Everyone 
said after that they were thankful that it was just the one car. The blur of the car, green 
line, headed to Park Street, and when the wheels stopped, and the conductor ran off the 
train and back towards her mother, the conductor, in all black, took off his hat. Jesus, 
have mercy, he said. Nobody ever had to explain to Ann what violence looked like. Four 
years old, she had peered over the ledge — and, in fact, she had to walk forward to see. 
Her father’s shattered legs, his neck, twisted. It was so clear in her mind, she could draw 
it, even now, without a thought. It was so awful, everyone said, but Ann knew the truth. 
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Awful was all the time.  
# 
The next day, Ann and Tilly return to the corner store. While Tilly allows herself 
to be called Girlie, Ann slips that day’s Globe into her bag. They park themselves behind 
their triple decker, the day, beautiful, grey and cool. The kind of summer day that brings 
absolute relief.  
Ann offers Tilly a cigarette she swiped from her mother’s bag, and Tilly takes it, 
greedy. She runs inside, unlit cigarette in hand, to get matches. When she returns, they sit, 
right there on the ground, pebbles, bits of asphalt under them, passing the newspaper 
back and forth. 
“Why’d you think he left all the good stuff behind?” Tilly asks. Taking a drag, 
looking like the coolest person Ann had ever seen, and then: a cough.  
“What do you mean?” 
“Well, he left all their jewelry behind. I mean, he’s already there —”   
“Two birds, and all that?” Ann says, smiling.   
“And all that. Exactly.”  
“I think —”  
“Girls.” A voice cuts from above, gruff. Upstairs: Mr. O’Brien is leaning out a 
window. The smoke from their cigarettes has drifted up, it seems, and into Mr. And Mrs. 
O’Brien’s room. He had been asleep, but now, it seems, he was awake, and red faced. She 
didn’t know what was worse: the cigarettes, or the newspaper. Well. As if Mr. O’Brien 
could be the gatekeeper of awful things. She turns to Tilly, but Tilly has gone cold, her 
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shoulders pulled together. Tilly stubs out the cigarette, takes Ann’s from her hand and 
does the same. Ash, cascading from the tip, is warm on Ann’s thigh.  
“You get you ass up here, Matilda O’Brien.” He says.  
Tilly stands, and says: 
“It’s okay. I can take it.”  
She watches as Tilly rounds the corner, again. She looks so beautiful, and 
suddenly, Ann is very sorry, and very angry, and looking up at the open window from 
which Mr. O’Brien has disappeared.  
# 
Ann wakes long before Tilly. Staring all night at Tilly’s sleeping face is only good 
until it isn’t, and being that close to her, makes Ann feel as if her heart was covered in 
muck, was in need of scouring. She hadn’t said anything, when she came back down that 
afternoon to meet Ann, and they had sat outside, watching the city come home from 
work. Perhaps, Ann thought, Tilly knew more about awful than she had anticipated.  
And Tilly, so close to Ann in bed that morning, so close the warmth of Tilly, her 
breath, kept Ann awake and still. But all Ann wants is to be closer. And her hand, yes, 
Ann’s hand, lingers in the air above Tilly’s chest, centimeters away from her rib cage, a 
place where Ann, surely, could touch, could access. All it would take would be one touch 
outside of her imagination. But then, she knows, this, this precious quiet, would unravel. 
The air above Tilly’s chest is like a pile of snow, iced over, a cold gloss keeping her from 
the soft underneath, and frankly, honestly, truly, it is all too much for Ann to bare.  
So that morning Ann gets out of bed. All the doors in the apartment are shut. And 
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beside the couch rests Mr. O’Brien’s thick, heavy briefcase. Mother, already gone: her 
blanket and pillow folded neatly at one end of the couch. The thought occurs to Ann that 
she might borrow a few nickels from Mr. O’Brien. And so she opens the bag for a second 
— just a second! And it looks much worse than it is, surely,  when Mr. O’Brien cracks the 
master bedroom door open and stumbls into the living room, clad only in his yellowing 
tighty whities and cotton t-shirt. It takes him a few minutes to see her. But she sees him, 
the t-shirt, well worn with holes at its collar, the unshaven face with its pock marks, the 
gross, heavy protrusion at the front of him. Without saying a word, he grabs her wrist, 
and yanks it out of his bag so fast that Ann tumbles backwards. She hopes that she will 
have bruises, but she will not be lucky, and he will not touch her again.  
“Just what d’you think you’re doing?” he says, and Ann’s pulse races, and she 
feels it everywhere: in her feet, in her neck, low in her belly.  
But she isn’t his kid, and so he won’t touch her. This is the Alamo, and he knows 
it, just as sure as she does. But still, when he turns to head back into the room he shares 
with Mrs. O’Brien, he holds his finger up, pointed at her. I have my eye on you, the 
finger says, and then under its breath: you little bitch. 
# 
Every Tuesday, Ann meets her mother for lunch after her piano lessons. After an 
all nighter, Ann’s mother is usually a live wire until she hits the bed, and then she is dead, 
done, committed to being absent — if only for a few hours. Today, Ann walks from the 
triple-decker to Micky’s, The Globe in hand. 
She waits at the back of the diner for her mother and orders a root beer float 
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before mother can get there to tell her no. The waitress leaves a cup of ice water and as 
Ann reads she turns it, her hands greedy for the cool condensation. She wishes her palms 
weren’t always so sweaty. It makes reading hard; the ink comes right off onto her hands, 
sometimes in blobs, and sometimes in full, discernible words: “only,” “car,” “disaster.”  
Ting. The diner’s front bell hums, and her mother glides inside, propelled forward 
by her shoulder bag, a kind of first aid kit full of bandaids, whittled down lipstick tubes, 
and fresh nylons. Her mother scans the booths and then waves, finding Ann. She frowns 
when she sees the newspaper. But why try to hide it? Four other people have come with 
their own copies, noses buried. 
The clap, clap, clap of her mother’s loafers against the tile. She drops her bag to 
the floor and slips into the booth. 
“Banananey,” Mother says. “For the love of God, put that away. This is a place 
meant for eating.”  
“Other people are just as curious.”  
“Other people,” Mother says, snatching the paper right from Ann’s fingers, “are 
not your business.”  
They settle in at stalemate. Her mother’s eyebrows raise when the waitress brings 
Ann the float. Ann shifts her legs against the booth’s red, sparkling plastic. She orders a 
Reuben.  
The waitress goes and Ann’s mother leans forward on the table, crumpling all at 
once, like a discarded t-shirt. 
“Mr. O’Brien told me he caught you going through his things this morning.”  
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Ann sips her soda. Of course, it’s easier to focus on the soft, melting peaks of ice 
cream than her mother’s face, stern and purple under the eyes. 
So, yes, he did find her looking, and she was looking, so here, in the booth, with 
her Mother, Ann decides that she will tell the truth. 
 “Yeah.”  
“That’s what you’ve got, ‘yeah’? Ann Margaret Shaughnessy, we are guests in 
that house. We are guests and we owe them respect.”  
Ann bristles. Respect. Respect, huh? For Mr. O’Brien who barges into rooms 
without knocking? Who yells at girls for reading? Who stays away all night, every night 
— when things are the most dangerous? Who cares if he’s a night foreman. Who cares 
that he has “work.” As if a book case could keep that kind of nightmare at bay. 
“He should stop being so hypocritical, then.”  
“Holy lord. You better shut that mouth. I am all you got, Little Miss Hoity Toity. 
And if I tell you something you did was wrong, you listen. You explain yourself better 
than ‘yeah’. Mr. O’Brien is not a hypocrite. He is a kind man offering us a safe place to 
sleep.” 
Mother leans across the table, quick, almost pouncing, and grips Ann’s shoulder 
with her hands. The polish she put on just yesterday is chipping. 
“You keep your hands to yourself, you hear me? In your own pockets, in your 
own bags.  You quit this. Any more sticky fingers, and we will no longer be able to stay at 
the O’Briens.”  
Panic. What a funny, awful thing to feel. The root beer will not, can not go down 
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Ann’s throat fast enough. Chug as she might. She doesn’t care about sleeping, alone, at 
night in the apartment, no, despite the un-lockable windows they can’t afford to fix. No, 
the panic is named Matilda. Ann’s only friend. 
The waitress returns with their food and it sits, untouched, for a few minutes, 
while they do their staring. Her mother’s hands are shaking, and Ann pushes her ice water 
forward, towards her mother’s hands. Her mother takes it and has a sip. Then, another. 
Her mother, too, is panicked. It was not a threat. They won’t kick them out. Mr. O’Brien 
might try, but Mrs. O’Brien’d put up a fight, surely. No, no, they’re inseparable now, the 
upstairs and downstairs neighbors. They are bound together, the O’Briens and the 
Shaughnessys, but Mother hasn’t seen it just yet. But that, Ann takes up the ketchup 
bottle, dumps it on her plate, over fries, over sandwich — is okay. It is likely that, 
eventually, she will.  
# 
Mid July arrives. The first week of Sunday school. Mother never takes her to 
church, in fact, Ann never even did her first communion— but she doesn’t want to 
disappoint Mrs. O’Brien, so she sends Ann along with Tilly to Jesus Class, to the musty, 
stinking basement of St. Mary’s. The boys and girls are divided by a heavy red curtain. 
Tilly lovingly calls it “The Wall of Jericho”, a reference to an ancient Clark Gable movie 
that sometimes plays on TV. Round, heavy tables are arranged so that Father Mark can 
keep his eagle eyes on everybody. He is a short man dealing with late-in-life acne, and 
lately his sermons have seemed a little terror-stricken, so much so that Tilly has taken to 
plucking up choice phrases of his, and peppering them ironically into her everyday 
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speech. She’ll chant: “Not, in this! God’s city!” with a cigarette in her mouth. Ann has 
begun to steal them from Mr. O’Brien’s work bag. She’s got the hang of it now, and it’s 
only so she and Tilly can smoke and read horrible things in the paper, which Ann also 
provides. A new innocent victim, plundered by a beer bottle! Not in this, God’s city! 
Strangled so hard, blood came out her ears! God will surely protect us, his flock, and 
spare his repentant sheep!  
They sit beside each other now, in Sunday school. Two of Tilly’s usual friends 
share their back table. They are from a nicer part of town, closer to Cambridge and 
further from the bodies. Susie has been Admitted Early to the Winsor School, and the 
other one, Lana, is a nun-hopeful. 
Father Mark drones on about one god, three parts, and like the good Irishman he 
is, holds up a painted clover made of cardstock. Meanwhile.  
“Who’s this?” Susie whispers, gesturing at Ann with the tip of her Ticonderoga. 
Something tells Ann that it is, perhaps, a little silly to be taking notes in a class like this.  
“This is Ann, she’s been staying with our family.” Tilly explains. “You know, 
because of—“ 
Ann looks at Tilly, who tucks a strand of red behind her ear. Tilly returns her 
attention to the priest. Ann’s heart is weighted at its bottom. Why couldn’t Tilly just say 
the truth, that Ann was her friend?  Lana shoots up, her eyes wide.  
“Well don’t talk about it!” she whispers, her words grate, like a butter knife on 
asphalt. “It’s too terrible.” 
Susie shushes her, and they snap their heads, in unison, towards Father Mark. 
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He’s staring dead at them with a look that might’ve kept Jesus in the cave. Ann’s hands 
go clammy on the table, and Mark resumes his lesson.  
“Some people say that,” Ann says. “But isn’t it better to know? This sort of thing 
happens.”  
“This sort of thing happens?” Susie interjects. She gives Tilly a look, and the look 
says: keep your dog on its leash. “How would you know?” 
“I read the paper.”  
“Your parents let you read the paper?”  
“My mother doesn’t approve, but I do it anyway.”  
“Why on Earth would you choose to?” Lana says. She presses herself against the 
table. Lines of sweat are forming under her breasts, packed as they are into her tight 
summer blouse. Yes, Ann reminds herself, Tilly, her Tilly, is the envy of them all. 
“Well, I think, sometimes—” Tilly starts. “Sometimes it’s scarier not to know.” 
“How can you stand to look at the pictures?” Susie whines. “You must be some 
sort of creep.” 
Ann shifts in her seat. Creep. She looks at Susie’s thin lips, her pastel Sunday 
gown. She could be eight years old, five even. What a simple person for Tilly to be 
friends with. And so Ann says: 
“Did you know that he ties bows out of their stockings, like clown bow-ties, and 
makes them wear it? And that sometimes he does things to them with bottles, he rapes 
them with it, and you know why they think he likes old ladies, don’t you—” 
Under the table, Tilly’s hand reaches for hers. She squeezes. Hard. Tilly can 
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surely feel the liquid coating Ann’s palm. This feels like a test. Ann turns towards her and 
is hit with Tilly’s little lips, pulled together in a tight line. Oh. She’s frustrated. Ann has 
done something wrong, so wrong that Tilly’s got her nose and freckles pulled up like a 
blind. Ann looks at both Susie and Lana and sees both their mouths dangling open, dumb. 
Without thinking, she plunged herself into chaos. Some people want to know things and 
other things, well, of course everyone wants to know something but there are, she sees, 
looking at the pink of their tongues, actually, very few people who want to know all the 
things. Who can handle it. She keeps her hand in Tilly’s. She squeezes harder, hoping to 
feel the cord of their connection, but Tilly’s hand slips away. 
It’s silence until the class ends, and Susie and Lana bolt away from the table, 
smiling just before their heads turn, for Tilly’s sake. They’re trying to make it out to the 
back entrance as fast as possible and stare at the boys smoking cigarettes by the church 
dumpsters. Tilly says nothing. She stands, pushes her folding chair close to the table and 
turns sharply away from Ann, striding through the bumbling crowd of milling teens Ann 
doesn’t know. She has no idea where she’s going. She wants to get out of here, but she 
doesn’t remember where the door is, and so she instead takes off after Tilly. Ann bumps 
into a few girls and is greeted with their beady eyes. She slips past the nuns. At first, Tilly 
is nowhere to be found. But then she turns a corner and finds an open office door. Just 
inside stands Tilly. The floor of the room is crowded with retired Jesus icons, still in their 
frames.  
“Why’d you have to do that?” Tilly asks, and she’s so agitated she says this while 
she shuts the door, and not after. 
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“Do what?” Ann says. She wishes she could muster embarrassment. This would 
go better. “They brought it up.” 
“Well you have to… you didn’t have to play with them like that.”  
Tilly slumps on the desk, and dust scatters away from her, as if her tush were a 
nuclear bomb.  
“You joke about it, sometimes.” Ann says. “I just thought they needed to—“  
“Needed to? Ann, talking about it is one thing. Enjoying —.”  
“You enjoy it,” Ann says. 
“Take that back.”  
Tilly’s voice is suddenly cold, even.  
“You do! You enjoy it. You like when I read the paper with you. You do. I know 
it.”  
“I meant what I said. I just think it’s better to know. And I’m not weird. I don’t 
like it. I’m not a weirdo.”  
“You’re not a weirdo, then.” Ann says. She shakes her head. Somebody has rung a 
bell between her ears and she just wants this whole thing to go away, for Tilly to stop 
talking. She wants them to close this box and go right back to the way they were this 
morning, sitting quietly over their hard boiled eggs. Tilly chatting with Mrs. O’Brien, 
Ann going over her music. Can’t they just go back? Then? That smile Tilly gave her 
when Mrs. O’Brien took their plates away? She doesn’t know what to say or if there is 
anything she can say. The words are stuck. Suddenly Tilly’s knees, which Ann thinks 
about all the time, knees she’d love to kiss, look grotesque. She notices a zit blooming on 
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Tilly’s chin, her belly is heavy and pushed over the seam of her pants. 
“Just cuz you know something doesn’t mean you say it! Come on. I’m just trying 
to help you out. Help you make friends. You know.”  
“I have friends.”  
“No! You don’t. If you had friends, you wouldn’t be here. Mom asked me to be 
nice, I’ve been nice.” 
Ann lets out a whimper before realizing what was happening. Stop. Stop. Stop. 
There are only two little windows in the room, crammed together at the top of the back 
wall. Both are open but they let in so little air it feels like they’re stuck at the bottom of a 
vase. She’d like to look anywhere but at Tilly. Though she can hear her battered chuck 
tapping hard against the desk as she swings her legs. Always swinging. Back and forth. 
“Oh. Bananany. I didn’t mean. I do like you.”  
Ann manages to shake her head.  
All those afternoons. All those mornings. All those nights. 
They leave the little conference room without saying very much else. Tilly won’t 
look at her. Mrs. O’Brien is waiting outside to walk them home. Every step feels like a 
marathon. Tilly’s hair is almost red in the sunlight. But, Ann thinks, as Tilly marches 
ahead with Mrs. O’Brien, Tilly is everything BUT almost. Her laughter. The scar on her 
left knuckle from that she burst a coke bottle with her bare hand, which she only did 
because she wanted to prove she was strong enough to break it. The way she could 
conjure, at any moment, a hard candy. Yes, Tilly was far from almost. Tilly was magic. 
For all the years Ann lived above the O’Briens and ate fish chowder with them on Friday, 
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she watched and knew Tilly was surely bright enough to have all the friends she wanted, 
and Ann knew this. Surely she knew this. How could this be unexpected?  Up ahead, Mrs. 
O’Brien puts her arm around Tilly, already two inches taller than her mother. Why’d it 
take so long for her to see it? It was all so clear. Tilly’d just kept growing and growing. 
And Ann? Well. If Tilly was just being nice, then there was no bar, there was no 
‘friendship,’ only kindness — and where do you go from there? From kindness? You 
don’t become anything else. You don’t get swapped cigarettes. You don’t get kisses, not 
even the kind behind dumpsters. You get nothing. 
So, Ann thinks, yes, I would have gladly been killed, flayed, strangled, alone in 
my Mother’s apartment. Anything but this. 
# 
School that year begins early. It rains their first day, and everything smells like 
wet leaves, including Tilly’s hair, which Ann takes a moment to smell, as she stands 
beside her, silent, at the bus stop. A week after their fight, Mother pays her friend’s son, 
Marty, to fix the windows in the apartment. They return to their little, dust covered home. 
Sometimes Mrs. O’Brien drops by with brown bread, and she smiles so kindly at Ann, 
and Ann can tell she wants to say more, but Ann is all too prepared; she knows how to 
use polite words to quickly shut doors. 
During lunches, Ann takes to sitting outside, at a bench far away from other 
people, where she can read in peace. Every day, in the morning, she wants to tell Tilly 
where her table is. She never does. Another body, in the winter. This time: a young 
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woman, a beautiful girl, Sophie, who’s roommate found her, dead and alone in the dark. 
“Jaysus,” Mother says, in a way she does sometimes, a way that imitates Ann’s 
grandmother. Mother looks up, to where the O’Brien’s floor becomes their ceiling. They 
don’t go back, though for three years, the murders continue. Panic will become a part of 
Boston’s bones.  
Still, that first year, with help from her Christmas bonus, Ann’s mother buys her a 
small piano. A Baldwin, in oak. All good ladies should have a piano, Mother says, 
grinning. Together, they push it up against the windows. It’s a tight squeeze, but Ann can 
fit with just enough room to man the pedals. When she practices in the morning, before 
school, she knows Tilly can hear. It’s taken her long enough, but she realizes now. She 
hopes her music creeps in, up through the slender floor boards, settling around Tilly as 
she draws up her socks and underwear. She hopes it tells Tilly what she means to say, 
which is:  
No matter where you go and no matter what you become, I have seen you. And I 
will always, always know how to get inside.  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Summer, 1990 
Danny’s taken to practicing in the mornings before school, a practice which at 
first, Suze doesn’t hate. In fact: she appreciates it. There’s a lot of art to his mimicry, the 
way he parrots Carlin, his moves; moves, of course, perfected before Danny was even 
born. Thin body, thinning hair, hands running through it, how he alone paced and filled 
the whole stage. Using his whole body! His whole voice! His whole face! And Danny is 
sweet about it. He grows his hair long. Combs it back. Paces the length of their 
apartment. Here’s all you have to know about men and women: women are crazy, men are 
stupid. And the main reason women are crazy is that men are stupid! 
He’s incessant about the recordings, too. Every goddamn minute of the day it’s 
like, click, there goes the walkman. When she gets home from work, so fucking early in 
the morning, and she peers into his room, the headphones cling to his face. He’s thirteen. 
And thirteen year old boys like things like that. Only Will, her older brother, has given 
her this note. She tries to imagine him at 13, but only comes up the tall stodgy adult she 
has known all her life. Though she grew up in a house full of pictures: look! Here is Will, 
washing the car. Look! Here is Will, a little sailor with a bowl of apples on Halloween. 
But he was twenty when she was born, and already very serious. 
Anyway, she calls him three times a week to hear these notes, mostly on his lunch 
break at his big, shiny law firm. He takes the call at his desk, usually, and as they talk, she 
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can hear the wrinkled paper of his finished lunch treat, a corned beef sandwich with 
mustard from Sam LaGrassa’s.  
Needs a male figure in his life, Suze-Q. You know that as well as I do. 
“And what, Pat, like you’re around?”  
An unfair blow. She knows it.  
“I’m not the boy’s father, I’m his uncle. A boy needs a father.”  
“Well too bad, so sad for this one, I guess.”  
It gets worse with a shitty friend he met in debate, who almost definitely has 
introduced Danny to masturbation, and porn, but we all need the shitty friend, she 
reminds herself, she too was thirteen although, she never cared much for porn.  
And with with speech and debate, Danny was home later and later in the 
evenings, until he was being dropped off mere moments before she was out the door to 
work. He’d bring home friends and they’d run in the door and immediately head to his 
room. What was she gonna do? Say, don’t have a social life, my child who couldn’t make 
a friend for the first ten years of his life? No, don’t enjoy the things you like, you 
excitable kiddo? She calls Will about this too. 
“He has this one friend who acts like he’s thirty.”  
“Mmm.” 
“He basically actively flirts with me.”  
“And have you talked to his parents about that?  
She imagines Will looking up from his part of the newspaper, the smoke from his 
cigar floating up and up around his face. 
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“Eh, they’ve got more important things on their plate.” She says. “Are you, um, 
still planning to rent that place this summer? For us.” 
“Sure, sure. Elaine won’t be able to make it, she’s got too much work. But I’ll be 
there.” 
Relief.  
# 
And soon, summer rolls its sticky self around, and Kennebunk awaits. She and 
Danny drive up from Lowell, stopping at Market Basket to retrieve The Absolute 
Essentials (Ritz Crackers, Fluf, Peanut Butter, Cabot Cheddar Cheese) and opened all the 
windows to the get the must out of the house. Danny had been quiet on the way up, 
mouthing along to his walkman, but in the house he is wide eyed, grinning.  
“All this house?”  
“You bet, kiddo.”  
The house is old, and humungous. The kitchen is an itty, bitty, tiny room at the 
back, but otherwise, rooms are tall and wide, with creaky windows overlooking a big, 
rocky beach. The seagulls, the loons, the laughing, running kids. This is a goddamned 
vacation she was taking. She had pulled double shifts for months to earn enough PTO for 
this. Seen a lot of dead kids. Tired parents. Nursing was the kind of job that could either 
make you feel proud as all hell, or beaten over with a club. For the past year, she had 
been beaten over. And soon, her brother Will would be here, and he’d bring his daughter 
Eileen, who was so grown up now, and even better, Will’s wife wasn’t coming. And 
Danny, already in his swim trunks, racing out the front door. She can’t help but smile. A 
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real summer. At last. 
# 
Later, in the afternoon, while Suze is finishing up unpacking the crackers, 
enjoying a few, and also, enjoying a cigarette, she hears her brother’s car outside, and the 
clamor of conversation. Three voices. She doesn’t recognize the third, and as Will’s 
booming voice sings: 
“Oh, Susannah! Don’t you cry for me—” 
She cuts outside to help them unload the car. Weenzy stretches out of the 
backseat, beside her, a stranger. A young man. As cars zoom past on the strip of street 
between the house and beach, she opens her arms to her brother. Tall. More gray. Still, 
somehow, not balding.  
“A boyfriend?” She whispers in his ear, and he nods against the top of his head.  
When he pulls away, Weenzey is there to great her. She squeezes. Weenzy looks 
sort of taller, and has dyed her hair a dull blonde. Her hair, like Suze’s is naturally the 
most plain brown, but Weenzey has these crazy blues, that always made the hair look 
right, and somehow she looks a little duller this way, though trendy.  
“Hi, Auntie Suze,” Weenzy says. “Where’s Danny?”  
“At the beach already. Can you believe this place?”  
“It’s a little old,” Weenzy jokes. “But cool.” 
“Where’s Danny?” repeats Will. He’s looking around, tummy pushing over tight 
cargo shorts. 
“I said he’s on the beach. We should all join him. Who’s the stranger?”  
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Weenzy blushes, and calls him over. 
“Hi, Aunt Suze, right?” he says, his hand outstretched. He’s tall, but not taller than 
Weenzy, with a long thin nose. A forgettable face, but, surely, a rich one.  
“Right.” She shakes his hands. Together, they head inside. 
And, she was right! A rich one. And she knows why he’s there. He fits in, surely, 
with Will’s idea of the situation on paper: the family has Made It. They can afford to rent 
a beach house in Kennebunk. His nephew can eat popsicles on the beach until his mouth 
puckered blue, he can drive his sister, and her son up along the craggy coast in his shining 
green BMW, and take pictures of them eating their first Maine Lobster Rolls. His 
daughter can lounge, on the porch, long swimmer’s legs out, strong back covered 
demurely by t-shirt, reading whatever non-sense book he’s told her that she must read. 
When she was 13, Suze remembers, Will had wanted her to read Uncle Tom’s Cabin. 
Classic American Literature, Will said. Somehow he still had his copy from high school, 
and when of course, Weenzy hated the damn book, Suze slipped her a copy of Beloved 
instead, because if you’re gonna read about an awful thing you might as well read about 
it.  
And Lawrence “Oh, please, Suze, call me Lonny” Koch was the newest part of 
the package, wrapped up with a Standford Honors College, lacrosse playing bow. He was 
rich, “but not like that branch of the Koch’s” and thought that was funny enough to offer 
as a joke. In some regards, it seemed that Will liked his daughter’s boyfriend more than 
Weenzy herself did.  
Her brother was well meaning. He wanted the best for his family. He worked 
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hard. He laughed at her jokes and, that summer, quietly mentioned that he wasn’t very 
pleased with Bush, which was a shock and definitely an olive branch.  She had once 
called him a ‘crazy fucking lunatic’ because he was, because he voted for Bush over 
Dukakis, who Will actually knew and liked, personally from his time at the DEA. They 
had fought, bitterly, in the kitchen on Thanksgiving morning about this,  at 5am, before 
their respective teenagers would even consider rising, a time which Suze only got up to 
enjoy with him so that they could have a shared moment or two, split the paper, and she 
could just be with her brother in quiet.  
Their family was messy, and that was just it. In the late afternoon, Danny comes 
home from the beach, completely sunburned, to find a stranger’s fine suitcase on the 
other twin bed in his room.  
“Is someone else here?” He asks her from the stairs.  
“Your cousin has a boyfriend.” She replies. 
“OooooOOOooo.” He calls down. From where he’s reading the paper on the 
couch, Will laughs. 
# 
The next day, despite all that sunshine, it rains. They’re trapped in the house, and 
so she goes up to Weenzy to ask: 
“So, what have you been reading?” 
Danny is upstairs watching something on television, and Lonny, despite the 
weather, has gone out for the day to “take up the neighborhood.” Will is nowhere to be 
seen, of course, probably napping in his room with a copy of whatever boring history 
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tome was putting him to sleep regularly, and that left Weenzy alone in the house with her. 
Weenzy has begun to take her coffee black, a true mark of a certain kind of adulthood that 
Suze finds endearing. It’s like, “look, I’m finally doing it!” The same sort of shout Danny 
gave the first time he managed to roll on a bike sans training wheels. Suze, a real adult, 
has her coffee with so, so much sugar.  
“Hmm?”  
“What have you been reading, Weenzy-Whirl?”  
Weenzy puts down the magazine in her hand, chews the corner of her lip. Cindy 
Crawford and her eyebrows grin at Suze from the cover of Vogue.  
“Auntie Suze, god, please don’t call me that.” she says. “And really, absolutely 
nothing. Nobody reads for fun in college.”  
This is her opening, and so she takes it, settling in beside her niece on the big 
couch.  
“Oh, I see. No fun to be had.” 
“I’m reading mostly Hegel, a little Neischetz and Kierkergard. They’ve thrown in 
some Kant and— ” 
“And… that’s not horribly boring to you?” 
Weenzey’s toes are painted red, though the nails on her hand are bare. She swings 
her legs back and forth. Soon, they’ll have to open the windows to let in some air; Suze 
can feel the sweat pool between her back and the overly fluffed couch. The rain is nice, 
but still, its hot. 
“No! They have cool ideas, but I guess it’s just a lot of one kind of reading.” 
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“Is that how you met Lonny?”  
“Sort of, kind of. He was the student TA in my Greek Philosophy lecture. I didn’t 
go to his office hours or anything, you know, I didn’t need to? I aced that class. But we 
ran into each other at a party, and it just so happened to be. Like, meant to be!” 
Suze watches Weenzey’s face as she tells the story. If anything, Weenzey seems a 
little on edge telling the story, but in a way that suggests she wants to convince Suze of 
something. We’re just right for each other! I promise! 
Danny wanders down, looking for lunch, and she makes tuna fish sandwiches for 
the three of them. They eat, and don’t say very much.  
When Eileen and Danny were very little, Eileen used to help Danny count this 
freckles, so they could compare. They had a million ways of counting; simply deciding 
who had the most was not exciting enough.  
They counted freckles in weird places (palms or ears or toes) or freckles that came 
together in groups. But Suze loved to watch them, as they stuck out their arms and legs to 
each other and to where they had freckles in common, and Danny would run, excited, 
back to her, so proud that he shared so much with his big cousin. She knew now, like 
some miracle, that the two of them had freckles behind their ears: two dots, snake eyes. 
They were connected. 
# 
She wants to feel bad for the intruder. She wants to open her heart and bring out 
the usual way she is with people; she tries to remind herself that she is good at this, that 
she is the best goddamned nurse on her floor and that talking with people, the multitude 
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of people, that come through her door and making them feel taken care of is her literal 
bread and butter.  
The second day: when he asks her what she does for a living, and she tells him, 
and he, ever polite, says: 
“It must be so rewarding, to work with sick children.” 
Which, fuck you, it is, but she gets so angry at this that she can’t even respond, 
she just nods and smiles and waits for him to go back to the section of beach house he has 
laid claim to. She tries to remind herself, that this is not his family, he is meeting his 
girlfriend’s family for the first time, and it is not his fault that he is rich. The chip on her 
shoulder is as big as if she were a found, frowning greek statute. It’s like her whole 
fucking arm is gone.  
But still: she tries. In the end there is nothing to do but to arrange an outing 
worthy of a beach vacation, a picnic, she claim the day, so that Will is actually there, 
rather than working, shouting this or that at somebody over the line of the telephone. She 
gets up early, walks past Weenzy’s room, and then Danny’s, creeps down the stairs, and 
heads straight for the linen closet. A big, checkered blanket — like something right out of 
a poster. 
  She turns on the mini-tv in the kitchen. Forecast: more rain. Lots of it. But 
that’s okay, she keeps chopping up carrots, shredding cabbage, mincing onions. Everyone 
will be down soon: she puts on bacon. The rain begins to tap, tap, tap on the windows. 
She pins her bangs up, and can’t remember the last time that she had them trimmed. 
Danny is the first to come down, still in his pajamas, and he swipes a piece of still-hot 
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bacon from the place where it’s bleeding grease.  
Danny munches, his hair all crazy in the back from where his hair waged war on 
his pillow. Suze loves her son the most of all in the mornings. In his sleepy haze, he could 
be any age — he might be five and obsessing over Thomas the Tank Engine again. He 
could be two, just finished walking. They called the twos terrible, but they were her 
favorite. She remembers carrying him around her brand new apartment, their brand new 
apartment, for the first time. How he pointed out each and every object, asking her 
“What’s that? What’s that?” and as she told him, hey, that’s a desk, that’s a kettle, that’s a 
pillow, really, she was saying: for the first time, all of this is ours.  
“What are we getting up to today?” Danny says. He gestures around the kitchen, 
bacon still in hand. “Looks like quite the production, Mom.”  
(When did that happen? The switch from Momma to Mom?) 
“I thought we’d have a picnic.” 
“Oh yeah,” he says. “Definitely the right weather for that.”  
“Working on your finest deadpan, huh, kiddo?” 
It takes a little while for Lonny and Weenzey to slink down the stairs. Lonny 
doesn’t eat bacon, Weenzey says. Or scrambled eggs, for that matter. 
“He only eats egg white omelets.” 
“For breakfast,” Lonny qualifies. “For breakfast. But I can manage, I’m sure.”  
“Yes, I’m sure you can.”  
The kids get to eating, and Suze begins to clean. Has another cup of coffee. Leans 
out the back door to smoke a cigarette, blowing smoke into the rain. She listens to the 
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clatter of plates at the table, the mostly quiet conversation. Lonny laughs at something 
Danny says, surely to be nice. When Will comes down and chugs his coffee, so pale with 
milk and sugar that it’s basically just milk and sugar (extra, extra), she pitches him the 
idea. A picnic.  
“Thank you for breakfast!” Weenzy says as she drifts out of the room. After a 
pause, both Danny and Lonny join in her thanks. Will looks hungover, but he hasn’t had a 
drink in fifteen years.  
“Sorry, morning. Huge case. Jesus Christ, with all the rich assholes in my line of 
work, you’d think there’d be some understanding of what the phrase Vacation means. Is 
there more coffee?”  
“There can be.”  
“Then there must be.” 
She makes him a pot, and he settles down at the table, pushing away Weenzy’s 
plate, still covered in toast and eggs.  
“Will, you have to take a break. We’re here for the family, remember?” 
“Yeah, yeah, yeah. You don’t have to sell me my own speel.”  
“Sure I do.” She pours him another coffee, lights a cigarette right at the table. 
That was, surely, the true meaning of Vacation. The smoke in her mouth feels like 
heaven.  
“So, a rainy picnic, huh?” 
“It’s fine, I guess… we can do it at the table.”  
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And that night, over the checkered tablecloth Suze has laid on the dining table, 
Lonny, tells them that he is a “filmmaker.” Very hip these days. At dinner the first night, 
over  boiled, bright red lobster and corn, he makes a big deal of his camera.  
“It’s called a ‘Reporter,’” he says, rubbing his hand along the bridge of his nose. 
“Model AG-188.” 
He says his parents got it for him. He’s on the deans list; fifth semester in a row. 
Lonny likes to wear khaki shorts with lots of pockets. His parents just adore him. He calls 
them by their first names — Earl and Lenore. He’s just too young, Suze thinks, as he 
describes the sort of charities his mother runs, the capital W Work his father “engages” in, 
to realize that he’s pitching to the wrong crowd. Suze and Will had grown up eating, 
mostly, canned beans and  peaches. Suze’s favorite childhood memory was the Christmas 
her father had enough extra cash laying around to buy them all oranges. Will had 
squeezed two oranges to try to make OJ, but it didn’t even fill half a glass. Will’s college 
degree was on account of the GI bill, and her own was hard fought, hard won at night 
school. She was a nurse, working long weeks, sometimes 48 hour shifts, at Lowell 
General in order to gain enough ‘points’ to get several weeks off in a row. Often, her 
hands were chapped to a point where no amount of luberderm could help her. Often, she 
smelt more like antiseptic than a human being, and yet, here she is, listening to some 
punky WASP talk about his real-deal summer house on Nantucket, his family’s “legacy” 
at Princeton. 
She turns to look at her family. Danny is reliably unreadable, pushing the corn he 
scraped off his cob around his paper plate with a fork. Will is sitting tall, nodding along 
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with the boy.  
“And, on your mother’s side, are they Princeton people as well?”  
 Ah, she thinks, the poster emerges. And Weenzy of course, hasn’t eaten a thing, 
made a huge show of cracking the lobster claws and then did nothing, her hand pressed 
against her chest. Her first boyfriend, not just in college, but ever. As soon as he sat down 
at the table and opened his mouth, her eyes were glued, her shoulders were set. She was 
entranced. When he wasn’t around, even, she talked about him, Lonny says this, Lonny 
does that, Lonny likes this that-a-way. Weenzy contained a loud laugh, a cackle almost, 
but she was such a quiet girl otherwise that when she did laugh one might assume she 
was possessed. Whenever Lonny told a joke, Weenzy’s response was closer to clearing 
her throat, polite, masking her thin lips with the back of her hand.  
After dinner: Danny spent about a half an hour crouched on the floor with him, 
looking over that damned camera. Watching with big eyes as Lonny filmed and then 
played back for him images of the beach, the rain beating on the ocean, the children 
playing despite it, and a terrible video of Suze from that afternoon, in the kitchen, making 
a tuna fish sandwich. The Reporter even “reported” the god awful slap of mayonnaise 
hitting the bowl, and Suze, in baggy cut off sweats, her hair pulled up, no color at her 
roots, looking so, so fucking old.  
“Yikes, kiddo. Next time tell the woman she’ll be on film.” She says, cradling the 
bulky, mechanical thing in her hands. Danny stands beside her, proudly accompanying 
his cinematography.  
“Chill out, Mom.” He says. “That’s what you always look like.”  
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# 
The rain continues through to the next day. What the kids have taken to calling 
“The Loft,” is basically the house’s attic. It’s wide and hot and carpeted. It has one big, 
grimy window, and a dust colored ping pong table behind a plush leather couch. It smells 
like mothballs, old coats, sea water. The TV is big and bulky and most likely took at least 
two people to haul it up the stairs. She doesn’t go there, much, but hears the up and down, 
as the three of them make their way to the mecca, the Televison.  
 There are video tapes everywhere; the old guy they rented from seems to have a 
habit. Basically, half of it is old Roger Moore bond movies, but there are a lot of them: 
it’s like, they’ve become an invasive species. Tapes hide, lurking under everything. There 
are baskets of home movies, too, and she thinks to herself, maybe those are funner to 
watch, then the Bond movies. Maybe Lonnie, with his big camera, had made the right 
call, after all.  
“Do you think, Mom,” Danny asks, on the third day, “that I could use some of the 
tapes? You know, to record stuff?”  
At home, she let him record David Letterman so he could watch the stand up the 
next day. When she pitched him the idea for the vacation, months ago, he had been 
reticent. Mostly because of all that missed late night TV. He wrote, and rewrote the same 
three tapes over and over and over again. Tapes, he told her, work because of magnets. 
With each fresh recording, the tape becomes a little duller, maybe a little less clear. Like 
those horseshoe magnets! He had said, with so much pride. It was, perhaps, one of her 
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favorite things about being a Mom. Danny now, sometimes!, taught her things.  
“I don’t care,” she says, and Danny patters away. In the basement, she had found a 
huge pile of jigsaw puzzles, and she had gotten Will to help her. Every once in a while, 
when she gets a piece, he’d reach across the kitchen table and pat the back of her hand. 
He was a good big brother.  
At dinner that night, Danny tells the table about the tapes.  
“They’ve got all sorts of funny labels,” he says. “Like, TENNIS CHAMP YAH!” 
and “MARTHA’s NEW CAR.” Like, who even watches, home movies, anyway.” 
Lonny asks him: 
“And so, what, you’re… recording over home movies?” 
“Yeah.” Danny says. 
“Hey,” Will says. “That’s not okay. We’re guests in this house. Those aren’t our 
things.” 
Guilt, immediately creeps into Suze. It was, perhaps, not her proudest moment. 
Will had been there, when he asked, but obviously, he was Will, and he hadn’t been 
paying much attention.  
“I told him he could.” She owns.  
“I think it’s alright,” Lonny says. “For what it’s worth, if they mattered much, 
they wouldn’t have been left behind in a rental.” 
Weenzy laughs as if this is a joke.  
# 
 On Saturday, it’s sunny enough in the morning, and she heads to the beach. 
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Danny comes with her, and they enjoy the sun until the clouds, again, come to play. At 
lunchtime, they all reconvene to eat ham sandwiches. Weenzy and her Lonny are no 
where in sight. Suze scoops leftover fruit salad onto Danny’s plate, and he asks if they 
should wait for Lonny and Weenzy.  
 “Why wait?” asks Will. He tears the crusts from his wonder bread. 
 “Well, she’s probably gonna be mad we ate without her,” Danny says.  
 “It’s her own fault,” Will says. “She’s a big girl. They probably went out to 
lunch, Lonny can certainly afford it.” 
 “Ah, yes. Her Fancy Rich Boy. What do we think of him, Will?”  
 “He’s perfectly reasonable. His parents are fine, too. And Weenzy seems to be 
fond of him. The camera thing, I uh, hope is a fad.”  
 Danny laughs so hard  milk comes out his nose. 
 “What are you on, Danny, are we barbarians?” Will says, handing Will a 
napkin.  
 Suze watches as Danny mumbles something, and wipes his nose. 
 When Danny was born, her brother came to see her in the hospital room. 
They hadn’t talked in months, since she told him that she was pregnant. In the room, 
which smelt like bleach, and, also, still like thick, clotted blood, and shit, her big brother 
sat beside her. The baby was sleeping on her chest, and he was pink, and ugly, and big. 
Eleven fucking pounds. He had torn her up on the way out; she had about a mile of 
stitches, and the pain was so bad it ran a relay up and down her back. It would have been 
one thing if she could have felt just one thing, but she could feel everything. The thin felt 
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sheet against her bare feet. The cut of the paper band on her wrist; the pull of the tape and 
the cold needle of the IV. 
She wasn’t mad to see him, though she expected to be. Wanted to be. They had 
fought about her pregnancy the whole way through. She wasn’t married. She didn’t care. 
But he did. He was that kind of guy, but still, there was, wearing khakis, and a clean blue 
button up shirt. His hair was combed the way his hair was always combed, and he smiled 
at her how he always smiled at her, and he sailed up to her, his baby sister, and he put his 
head right up close to hers. He kissed her forehead, and his lips were dry, but she didn’t 
care. When he pulled away, and looked down to the pink blob in her arms, he touched his 
fingers to its face.   
 When Weenzy walks in ten minutes later, she slams the front door. Despite 
the humidity, she’s shivering. 
 “Is he here?” she asks.  
 “Who?” replies Suze, which, is admittedly, just a little mean. 
 The stairs don’t usually creak under Weenzy, but she puts in the extra effort so 
they can all hear her frustration. Will sighs. Danny folds his paper plate in half, and then 
in half again. He doesn’t girls. And, it becomes very apparent, after several minutes of 
waiting for Will to stand, to go to his daughter, that it may be genetic. She goes up, and 
lingers outside the door. After a time: she knocks. Inside, she can hear Weenzy crying, 
and so instead of waiting, she opens the door. Weenzy is sitting on the edge of her bed, 
soaking, dripping onto the bed spread.  
 “Hey, Weenzy Whirl,” she cooes. 
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  It takes Weenzy a little while to speak, but eventually she does. Her and 
Lonny had gone to take video footage of the lighthouse, in the morning, when the sun 
still out. He had driven them all the way there in Uncle Will’s BMW, and then told her he 
had left something behind and zipped away. She waited an hour, braided her hair. Re-
applied sunscreen, despite the rain. When another hour passed, she thought about paging 
him but realized there was no pay phone nearby where she could await a reply. She 
wanted to be worried, but she knew him too well. He had found something, somewhere 
more interesting than her and so she walked back to the beach house, in the rain. 
 “I just don’t get it,” She says into Suze’s shoulder. “I just don’t get what I’m 
doing wrong.” 
 Suze knows a lot of things about girls loving boys who are also idiots. And 
she also knows that the exactly wrong thing is back Weenzy into a corner, to let her know 
she would be there only to judge her choice in men, so instead of saying what she wants 
to say, which is: Fuck This Guy, He’s a Loser, Leave. She says:  
 “Oh, honey, you are perfect.”  
 Lonny returns in the evening. He had taken such a lovely drive that day, 
talking in all of this gorgeous, gorgeous country. She wants to beat him up, but stays civil 
over dinner. There are only so many days left in a week.  
# 
Thursday, in the early morning, Will shakes her awake.  
“I have to go,” he says, “for the day. Work. I’m so sorry. I’ll be back tomorrow 
morning. Hopefully morning, maybe evening. Goddamnit.”  
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“No, no, it’s fine.” Half asleep, nothing comes to her. “It’s fine, the kids are fine.” 
“I’ll be back. I love you.”  
“Oh, brother, I love you too.”  
She rolls over. 
Hours later, Danny finds her in the kitchen, standing by the sink, flipping through 
that morning’s Wall Street Journal. A bowl of cornflakes is softening in milk beside her.  
“No comics,” she says, smiling “Not in the whole paper, can you believe it?” 
 “Where’s Uncle Will?” Danny asks.  
“He had work. He’ll be back. What do you want to do today?” 
He looks out the window. Rain, again. The worst week in all of Kennebunk 
Vacation History.  
“Eh. I’m gonna go watch last night’s late night.”  
“Oh, okay. Have fun.”  
# 
In the afternoon, she puts on another pot of coffee. Weenzy floats downstairs, 
grabs an apple from the fridge.  
“What are you up to?” She asks.  
She shrugs. Smiles. She’s up to sex, probably. Whatever.  
# 
Three hundred pages, of this book, she’s read, three hundred pages! In a week. It’s 
a record. It’s not a great book, and as she’s pondering what she’ll read next, and what 
she’ll make for dinner, a commotion erupts. Yelling, from upstairs, The Loft. 
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Weenzy’s voice first, the loudest, a scream. She takes the stairs two at a time, 
expecting, maybe, and most definitely, Lonny, looming over Weenzy. This it, really, the 
thing she had been waiting for. The violence that always lurks in the stupid rich kids 
belly, the ownership. The misbehavior. And, then, there, when she gets there, and shouts, 
immediately, without knowing what’s going in her best, ‘control this situation voice,’ she 
shouts: 
“Hey!”  
There are three bodies, in the room. Weenzy’s back is facing her, and she has her 
head in her hands. On the couch, in front of the television, is Danny, pants around his 
ankles. He’s covering himself with his hands. The television had just been turned off, that 
glimmering sound, still rung in the air. His face, all the way up from his neck is bright 
red. She walks towards him. Lonny is standing on the other side of the room. Nobody 
says anything. Danny begins to cry. 
“What’s going on here?” She asks.  
“I can explain, all of this,” Lonny starts. “It’s, really, quite complicated.”  
“Stop,” Weenzy says. “Will you stop? Oh my god.”  
Weenzy turns and sprints down the stairs. Lonny follows. She doesn’t think to 
stop them, she goes to her son, she gives him the throw blanket on the back of the couch. 
“Honey, what’s — uh. What’s going on? Did they,” the words come out of her 
mouth, turning, ripping the moisture from her tongue. “Did they touch you?” 
“No, no,” he shakes his head. “Not that.” 
“Oh, honey, you can tell me. What is it, is it porn? That’s fine, it’s porn.” 
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He shakes his head.  
“They found you watching porn, that’s okay, we all do it. It’s a very, uh, human 
thing. Very okay, to be embarrassed.”  
He brings his hand to the remote, and turns the television on. Blue, and then, not, 
and then, suddenly, she understands.  
# 
The tape of course is filthy. It’s not the worst thing she’s seen — in the 70s, she 
and some girlfriends had a Thursday evening habit of checking out the latest X rated 
feature, which was only fun until it wasn’t, and it was costly too, and when she got 
knocked up, friend related outings got cut out almost entirely over saving for diapers, 
baby clothes, instant coffee. “Jesus Mary and Joseph,” her mother had said, as she 
appraised the things Suze’s friends had gotten for her when they heard the news. 
“Nobody fuckin’ knits anymore.”  
But Suze could knit, at least a little bit as a girl, and her first big project had been 
the little hat she knit for Weenzy for Weenzy. She was what, 15 when Weenzy was born? 
Strung out all the time, and yet, she still had the time to make that little blue cap. For a 
boy, for a girl, whatever. Weenzy was so small. It didn’t even fit until she was three 
months old.  
She’s still frail, only now her body is sold as a runners body, or, well, it’s “in,” 
and certainly, Lonny is taking advantage of her thin waist in order to maneuver her into 
all sorts of directions. Would she call it throwing her around?  The panting out of breath 
way that Weenzy repeated Lonny’s name, his full name, her face watching the camera. 
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So, the kids were into this sort of thing, and young girls these days liked to be hit in the 
face a little bit, or maybe not all young girls, maybe just the little girl she knew, that she 
helped raise. And Danny, her own fucking kid, had been watching this shit. 
A whole duffle bag full of this, filmed all over. How did she get away with being 
so loud? Where was she, in the house, that she missed this? In the living room, trying to 
get Danny to help her with the fucking puzzle? They even managed to make time for a 
quick screw in Suze’s room, — on the bedside table, her half drunk glass of water, her 
embarrassing copy of Daddy, clunky reading glasses.And Weenzy’s face, so little framed 
in the crook between the back of Lonny’s head and his pimply shoulder —  Dutiful is the 
word that comes to mind, and her heart begins to flee from the front of her to the back of 
her.  
“Oh, fuck.” She says out loud. She can’t help it. Her hands are clutching one of 
the couch’s mealy old pillows, and she hadn’t taken the time to feel the fabric. The soft, 
worn plush under her sweating hands. She gets up, heads to the television and turns it off. 
She takes the tape out of the VCR, and returns it to it’s thin, cardboard case. On the case, 
n big, red letters, someone has written: SUMMER, 1990. She takes the tape with her. 
She opens the door hoping to find Danny, at the door waiting, like a puppy, but of 
course he’s not there, he’s embarrassed, and she’s a terrible mother, and she didn’t knock, 
because really, it hadn’t even occurred to her that he could be watching homemade 
pornography in the upstairs living room of the beach house, because he is Thirteen and 
Still Spends Most of His Time talking to himself, repeating jokes he overheard or 
finishing conversations, because only a few years ago, he had been a little thing who was 
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so terrified after seeing The Goonies that he had to sleep in her bed, the first time he had 
done so in years, and it was so wonderful to wake up in the middle of the night, and to 
hear his little breaths, to have him right there rather than behind a wall, to feel like really, 
she was a good Mom, the kind of Mom who was safe. 
Suze walks the longest walk down the hallway, and knocks on Danny’s closed 
door; the room he is “supposed” to share with Lonny, but clearly has not been. 
 “Mom?” Danny says. He’s been crying, she can hear it form behind the door. 
“Yeah.”  
“Are you mad at me?” 
She stops, her hand still hovering just in front of the door.  
After several seconds, the door opens, and she looks at her son. Zits at the corner 
of his lips, baggy t-shirt. She’s not mad. She’s dusty, maybe. That’s a softer word for what 
she really felt: disgusted.  
Mostly: she’s glad that she caught them. She’s glad that in this, he will not fester. 
She’s maybe even glad that he has this shame, now to carry, maybe he’ll never do it 
again. Maybe he wouldn’t be ruined for this.  
Or, maybe he would. She shakes her head. There’d be no way to know it. 
Someday he might kill her in her sleep. Maybe, worse, he’d turn into Lonny, that 
arrogant, pimply assed rich boy. Who knew. At this point: he was so, so out of her hands.  
“Mad?” She says, unsure of how else to put it. “At you? Are you dumb, 
Dannyboy?”  
# 
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# 
She sits Weenzy and Lonny down in the nice, big sun room downstairs, with all of 
the wicker chairs. Will takes long swims on Saturday mornings, and at last, in irony, it’s 
finally a sunny fucking day. Danny, she lets, hide in his bedroom.  
The time for cuteness is done. She looks at them, sitting feet apart. With relief, 
she realizes that she does not have to tell Lonny to go. He has “decided,” to visit some 
family friends elsewhere. He is thankful for the opportunity to get to know your family.  
And, well, why not? She tells him: “Okay, fuck off.” 
She watches him pack, and when he makes to go with the dufflebag, she stops 
him. 
“Leave them.” And, incredibly, he does.  
In a tin garbage can, outside, Weenzy and Suze dump the tapes. 
“I didn’t know,” she said. “About all of them. I, only agreed to make some. I’m 
sorry.” 
“Nope,” Suze says, dumping the lighter fluid all over the clunky plastic things. 
“No need, Eileen. You did nothing wrong.”  
And with time, all this, she wants to tell Weenzy, will get easier. he won’t tell 
Will, not about any of it, there will be some lie about a family emergency, and they will 
finish the rest of their vacation. Her brother, and his daughter, her son, and her. Together, 
Weenzy and Suze look up, at the stream of black, magnetic smoke. Goddamnit, she 
thinks, looking at thin line of freckles across her beautiful niece’s nose. She doesn’t 
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actually know if it will.  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Romans, 5:3  
  
 It goes like this. First she lines them up, her chickens. She bundles them up in the 
scarves and hats and gloves she knitted frantically all summer, sweat seeping into yarn. 
Little hands grow so quick. Just before leaving, she checks the laces on all of their shoes. 
Every time she gets them all wrapped up, as if for shipping, she looks at them, at them 
looking at her, she, being their mother, it seems, yes, every time her back teeth start to 
ache. Like Russian dolls stacked, all of them are hers, even if (sometimes) in all those 
clothes, she forgets who is wearing what, who is who. 
 In the summer they needed less attention. The girls, Rebecca and Anna, got tight, 
coiled braids. Anything to keep their thick locks from the back of their neck. It was her 
hair they had on their heads and so she knew that, in the summer time, the church would 
fill up to the brim with the stench of bodies, and the wine from the communion cup 
would be full, and the metal would be hot as they put their lips up to it. And of course, the 
wine, the juice, would be almost rancid, and their necks, if they weren’t allowed to 
breath, would prickle with charge in the humidity. David has his hair short. In this way, 
he’s easy, in every other way, he is hard. 
 But in every season, she gets them to the door of the church ten minutes before 
Mass starts. Late enough so that some of the older congregants have crammed themselves 
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into the very front pews, but early enough that she doesn’t have to deal with the slippery 
eyes of the other parishioners, and their hats, and their worn gloves, and their questions. 
She sits her chickens in the very middle. She kisses them each. Rebecca, then David, then 
Anna. Every week, they say nothing, and, in every season, once they are settled and she 
is sure that they are, she escapes through the wooden doors, her loafers snapping on the 
marble, and, looking over her shoulder, passes the holy water and (sometimes, not always 
— sometimes she is too weak, Lord Forgive Her) avoids taking even a drop.  
 Out in the lot, she waits in her car for the hour of Mass to go. She often imagines 
that she can hear the latin, seeping through the tall stained glass, and out to her, in the car. 
She images the priest, who Rebecca tells her is called Father Matthew, and though she 
has never seen him, she images him to look like something like Father Thomas, and then 
she regrets doing any wishful imagining at all, for Father Thomas is now the man who 
performed her exocummincation, not the priest who had guided her through life: through 
all of the sacraments, but the one. In the winter, she leaves the car running, though it is a 
waste of gas. Sometimes she reads the paper. Mostly, she just prays.  
 This is her penance. She will abide, she will wait. The truth is that she sinned. 
She’s not the woman she was before her children, a woman who ran the after-Mass 
pancake breakfasts, who organized donation boxes for the food pantry, who baked, every 
week, thick loaves of bread for every family who needed it in the cold, industrial kitchen 
in her parish’s basement. She’s not the Dolours she had been the summer she met 
Matthew, when they had jitterbugged deep, deep into the night, and hummed Vera Lynn: 
keep smiling through, just as you always do, as he walked her home, to her parent’s 
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apartment in Charlestown. Then, that night, Matthew had seemed all the potential in the 
world. Here he was, a tall and smart man, who called the bartender chum and listened to 
her hum and said that she was pretty, despite her crooked front teeth. He had looked so 
handsome in his uniform, and sure as she was that God had put her on this earth to Do 
Good By His Word, she was sure that Christ would be with Matthew as he fought his way 
across Europe, would protect him from land mines and stray Nazi bullets, only so that he 
could take her from night into every night that might come after, from that dance, when 
he wrapped his long arm around her waist, when she could feel each cell of each finger 
press against her cotton dress.  
 She was wrong. They married at the courthouse, because that was what everyone 
was doing, and no, she had no idea then, that he was protestant and worse, divorced. 
Everyone was doing everything fast then, it seemed that God wanted it that way.  
 When mass is done, and flights of people wander out into the street, and all of her 
chickens make it to the car. Somehow they manage this every week. And she is grateful 
that her children know how hard it would be on her to lose them. They know that if they 
abandoned their post, and went outside to toss jacks by the dumpster, sure, they knew 
their mother, was like a witch in that she could smell deceit on them. She’d pull their ears 
for it — she was sure they knew this. But still, every week, it feels like a little miracle. 
 And when the back door to the Chevy opens, and all of them file in, Anna sitting 
on Rebecca’s lap just to manage all the bodies, they kindly make their report. They start 
by telling her about the homily. David talking the loudest, always, interrupting Anna and 
Rebecca with any stray detail they might have forgotten. At first, when they were just 
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four, not six, maybe sometimes they’d tell her the same stories, the every week stories — 
they’d recite poorly formed Latin that she already knew by heart. They know better now. 
 Sometimes, she closes her eyes and thinks of that first year. Alone, with Rebecca, 
before the twins, she had marched to the church steps on Sunday. It would be another 
three years before Matthew would die, and she was still living with his parents. They had 
no car, and to get to the only Catholic church in town, she had to walk four miles. 
Blisters, at the back of her heel and at the place where her small toe met her foot. The 
devil whispered to her; he told her that she should just go in. This was her husband’s 
town, not hers, and the Father inside was not Father Thomas, and so he would not be 
made of judgement, he would welcome her inside, and she could pray, then, with her 
daughter, and she wouldn’t care if Rebecca cried and cried and cried over the voices of 
the chorus, she would just have to pray louder. And surely, then, Christ would hear her 
and know that her heart was still, and first, his. But no, she was strong, even then. 
Instead, she waited outside, through the cold, and it was bitter, that year, the worst she 
ever recalled — because she wanted Rebecca to hear it — even through the thick oak 
doors. What was coming back to her, surely, the thing her mother had lost, but still, she 
was owed.  
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The Reenactments 
  
 There, on that cold April morning: the war begins. The crowd is packed in tight. 
Beside Nadine, Jobe is grinning, and together, they wait in silence for the first shot. 
Nadine’s toes have gone numb in her boots, despite her new wool socks. Back home, in 
Florida, she’s sure it is a friendly 80 degrees. More than sure, in fact. She had checked 
her phone that morning before they hurried out the door of their hotel room. 
 The folks in front of them have set up a standing ladder so their children can get a 
better look at the field. She lets Jobe stand on the other side of the ladder; she is short 
enough to see through the blank spaces left by its rungs. She can feel the excitement 
building in him, though he knows every step, though he has taken her through all the 
familiar moves that history made. The reenactors are local volunteers — doctors and 
movie theater attendants — but to Jobe, they are American heroes. Walking history. This 
recreated moment is the beginning of it all. 
 The familiar smell of hot, bad coffee catches Nadine’s nose. Other people were 
smart. Other people brought thermoses. The skin under Nadine’s eyes hangs heavy. 
Maybe she got two hours of sleep. What a honeymoon.  
 “There they go,” Jobe whispers, “watch, the box!” 
 Two boys run towards Lexington green, sharing the weight of a wooden trunk 
between them. Inside? Probably nothing. Nadine watches the boys struggle with the 
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weight and wonders if they had rehearsals. Was that how reenactments even worked? She 
wasn’t sure. If she asked Jobe he’d probably offer some quip about ‘history not making 
time for re-dos.’ 
 Jobe told her all about the box the day before, after they trekked through not one, 
but three “historically relevant” graveyards. Her feet were hammering in her sneakers and 
she was grateful to have a few minutes to recline, even if just a few, in that stiff, faux-
leather Starbucks chair. She was so grateful, in fact, that she let Jobe gab, uninterrupted, 
for a good thirty minutes. What a wonderful discovery it was: she could be in his 
company, and yet, entirely alone. 
 Historically, or, as Jobe told it: the box contained the names of revolutionary 
sympathizers. And so, as the British marched towards Lexington, the patriots squirreled 
the box away, protecting the identities of thousands of would-be-Americans. And well, 
maybe it was just hundreds. He couldn’t tell her whether or not anybody managed to 
recover that box — Jobe was a handsome but incomplete historian. 
 But Jobe’s excitement does not dull with the simple running of the box! No, 53 
years old and you’d think he was twelve again, discovering his first dirty picture. In front 
of Nadine, the child perched on the ladder wriggles, impatient. Troops are gathering, in 
lines, on the green. Soon, the first shots will be fired. The little boy kicks his legs, and the 
ladder beneath him shudders, unstable on the frosted grass. Nadine’s heart starts rugged. 
Her hand slips out of Jobe’s to reach towards the ladder, but it is too late. The boy’s sister 
has already reached up to still him.  
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 Nadine turns to Jobe, smiling at her mistake. She hadn’t meant to pull her hand 
from his, and wasn’t it funny, really, how some reflexes still come, even after years and 
years. But Jobe’s eyes are glued to the field, his jaw clenched, his sharp, curling brows 
almost sewn together. She’ll have to scrape him away from the field when this is over. 
She lets herself enjoy all the little details of his face — the fine craters at his temple, his 
long plush lashes — as the air fills with musket fire.  
 At first, she jumps. She’s never heard anything like it, muffled, almost, like music 
booming through a closed door. Her ears ring, and ring, and ring. She meant to bring ear 
plugs. Around them, people clap as costumed bodies collapse.  
 The crowd stays, dutifully, and as the sun rises, a dull announcer reads the names 
of the long dead. Each fallen soldier stands when their name is called. One by one they 
rise, smiling big. They wave at the crowd. After fifteen minutes of this, Nadine has to 
remind herself to continue clapping. Beside her, Jobe is whoop - whooping, his hands 
cupped around his mouth, like he does at races, cheering the slower runners on to the 
finish. 
# 
 Routine was not an uncommon comfort for Nadine. Before she and Jobe met, 
every Wednesday evening Nadine would arrive early to help their grief group leader Pete 
un-stick the plastic chairs from stacks at the back of the church hall. Together, they would 
arrange 12 chairs in a circle. And, while Pete gathered his notes, Nadine would brew 
coffee and set out a box of munchkins, filling the space with small talk about her week.    
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 More than the meetings, Nadine loved the time around the meetings. She loved 
the set up, the break down, the inevitable post-grief gossip session she’d have with her 
friend Mary at the Applebees across the street. Grief scabs. It becomes less shiny. 
Everyone tells you it happens, but still, when it does it is miraculous. A human passes 
wearing glasses, crooked, round framed, just like his, and he bounds to mind — he just 
shows up, a flash, like those blips that sometimes show up in the corner of old movies. 
And that’s the big moment, because he wasn’t already there in your mind, burning away 
at your edges. No — you had a whole moment to yourself, free of grief. So free, you 
actually got to be reminded of him, his glasses. Nadine had waited for years for that 
moment, but by the time it came, she couldn’t possibly walk away from grief group. It 
was her whole world.  
 As seven o’clock approached, bodies spilled into the room. Nadine greeted most 
with smiles, but Mary, an absolute gem with clunky 90s earrings, and  old, loved loafers, 
got a squeeze. She would settle down beside them, her people, in that uncomfortable 
chair where, for five years, she had stretched out her palms and shown her pain to 
strangers. Through her, they met her brother Ethan as he was when they were children, 
stooped on the front steps of their Victorian home, reading Agatha Christie with his big 
glasses, only pausing, then, every once in a while to cough. But then, through her, they 
went on to know him grown, too, a sick, barely present person, who at his best, would 
flamboyantly recite all of Danny Kaye’s lines from The Court Jester (The vessel with the 
pestle has the brew that is true!), and at his worst, would say nothing but Nadine’s name 
for days, and days, and days. 
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 “Hello, all, welcome. Here, you are not alone,” Pete would always say, smiling at 
all the old faces. “Here, we are community.”  
 But one day, the door opened, and inside the frame, long sloped shoulders under a 
grey wool sweater, was Jobe. 
 She was lost to him as soon as he smiled — his crooked, speckled bottom teeth. 
She didn’t think she had ever seen a man her age that handsome. He didn’t speak his first 
meeting. Or even his second. He started by taking the seat right across from her, and so, 
when he did, at last, speak, it was just to her. In fact, if she remembers it right (he never 
told her any different) he never stopped looking at her. Not for the weeks leading up to 
their first conversation, when he began: 
 “I think the worst is, I don’t really know what to do with myself … We had all 
sorts of plans, I know, everyone has plans. But we… Last week, we were supposed to run 
the Chicago Marathon. I’m trying to remember her washing her face, the night before I 
found her, but I don’t think I actually watched her do it that time. It’s like, I’ve imported a 
memory from elsewhere and stuck it there. I’ve seen her wash her face a million times. 
Everything had been like usual, and then, what do you know: a brain aneurysm.” 
 She remembers being struck then by his long fingers seemed stuck, gripped to his 
knees. She could imagine the small dark lines his sweat would leave behind there. 
 “Fuck. Isn’t part of the point of marrying someone younger that you don’t sign up 
for this? That you avoid this business entirely? She was only 38, for goddsake. For 
goddsake.”  
 “It’s okay, friend,” Paul said. “You only have to continue if you wish to,” 
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 “Jobe. Hello, my name is Jobe.” He said, by then, he was sitting up stick straight. 
 “Hi, Jobe,” echoed the room. 
 He stopped speaking, then, still looking at Nadine. His eyes were so muddied, and 
she knew that look, a look she had seen in many others, herself. She knew he wasn’t quite 
in the room with them; he was somewhere else: wherever his wife was, in his mind. She 
hadn’t thought much about the fact that he had lost his spouse at that moment, many of 
them had. In fact, in the current iteration of grief group, most of them were widows or 
ers. But she would that night, laying in bed, thinking of his long, slim fingers, how even 
already he had given up the ring. 
 At the end of session, she grabbed her tote bag and followed him to the door.  
 It had been something she’d done a thousand times: to stop someone new and 
introduce herself. She caught him as he rounded the table with the donuts. Beneath her 
fingers, the skin on his arms was soft, the hair there fine and blonde. 
 “Jobe,” she had said. “I’m glad you spoke up today.”  
 “Thank you, Nadine.”  
 At the time, it surprised her that he remembered her name. 
 “Can I walk you to your car?” She asked, and he had nodded, so she followed him 
out the door and into the sticky heat.” eps.  
 “So,” she began. “What made you speak tonight?” 
 “Truly?” He responded. “Tired of waiting.”  
 “Ripping the bandage?” 
 “Yes, indeed.” 
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 Outside the church, he had seemed more easy going, less nervous. In the glow of 
the street lights, he might have been so much younger than he was. 
 “How long have you been waiting?” She asked. 
 “Oh,” he said, looking behind him, to his car. “Hayley died six months ago.” 
 “I’m very sorry.” 
 “What about you, how long did you wait?”  
 “Hmm, oh. Maybe about two minutes,” she laughed. “My brother died five years 
ago. After Ethan was gone, frankly, I wasn’t all that sure what to do with myself either. 
This felt…like a possible avenue.” 
 “And he was very sick?”  
 “Our whole lives.”  
 “That must have been, uh, very hard. To see him go through that.” 
 “Sure,” she said. “Yes. But lots of things are hard.” 
 He nodded, and smiled at her in the dark. 
 “Indeed,” he said. 
 Soon, she was regularly cutting meetings at Applebees with Mary to walk Jobe to 
his car. She’d talk to him for hours in the parking lot, repeating and repeating I should 
really be off, only to notice his desperation for her to stay, to revel in it, to roll in the way 
he’d discover new things to say, for them to talk about. The greying stubble around his 
face; a warm, pink mouth with chapped lips. And the first time kissed, it was in the back 
of her car. Like they were teenagers. At first, he had told her, he thought she was a 
terrible kisser. Out of practice. But it was him, really, he was over practiced, having 
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kissed just the one mouth for so long. Soon, he was right there with Nadine: kissing with 
his mouth wide open, tugging at her clothing immediately when her lips met his. 
 It had been so long since she had felt this with someone. Companionship was old 
hat, in some ways. She had had that with Ethan in spades. And that was the truth: as a 
companion, Ethan was next to none. He had a penchant for the worst possible old movies. 
He remembered everything about everyone. Before he got too sick, they often had people 
over the house. He’d spend the whole party repeating stories, helping everybody 
remember why it was, exactly, that they were all there, why they were all in love. After 
those parties, she’d sit with Ethan as he hacked blood late into the night, bringing him 
glass after glass of room temperature water. That part of him was hers: the folded over 
version. This was a person who needed her. And wasn’t that a remarkable something? 
 When the time came, she had planned the wedding, kept it small, kept it tidy, and 
in turn, she let him plan the honeymoon. It seemed only fair, to split it down the middle. 
He took the honeymoon planning so seriously she didn’t see him for days. He had re-
emerged with this. With Concord Massachusetts. Which, to his credit, he sold well — it 
would be temperate there, and charming, and there would surely be antiquing galore.  
 It wasn’t exactly a surprise. When they first learned to talk beyond grief group, it 
seemed that all he wanted to talk about was John Adams. He had been listening to a 
biography on his runs. A proud American, a misunderstood, understated man —  a tragic 
figure. It bothered Jobe that history didn’t remember Mr. Adams with the same fervor it 
recalled a George Washington, say, or an Alexander Hamilton. Sure, Mr. Adams had less 
charisma. But look at his work. Nadine listened, loving Jobe all the more for this. In some 
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ways, he seemed to her a sort of historic crusader, fighting off forgetting with each thunk 
of his running shoe.  
 So when he came to her, armed with an hour-by-hour itinerary housed in a big, 
manilla folder, she was disappointed but not surprised. If she had her druthers, they might 
have gone to Aruba, but she didn’t, and here they were. This tiny, cramped inn. This bed, 
its tacky quilt, where they ruthlessly made love. 
  Beside her, Jobe sleeps, pulling in through his mouth tiny, wondrous breaths. It’s 
early afternoon; light runs itself along the dusty curtains. They fell asleep almost as soon 
as they returned from the green. She reaches her hand over, lets it rest lightly, every so 
lightly, on his back. Through his shirt, she feels the skin tag that lives on his left shoulder. 
Plays with it for a moment. Inside her, someone opens all the windows. The breeze rolls 
in. 
# 
 Their honeymoon; his inaugural morning run. Jobe is sweating joy. He’s absorbed 
by the cement below, and the damp, gleaming glory of the orange leaves, leftover still 
from the fall. As he chugs along, the leaves cling to his new Mizunos. The cold air settles 
in his lungs. “Paint stripper weather,” he thinks, which is something Hayley used to say. 
He reminds himself not to think of Hayley, he reminds himself that he is in Concord, 
Massachusetts, with Nadine, his new wife, not Hayley, his dead one, and that all around 
him, there are leaves: the ones on the pavement, the brilliant green ones just beginning on 
the tress. Hayley’s blonde hair and shoulders, her body in their bed. He counts the steady 
thunk-thunk-thunk of his shoes on the wet ground. 
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 When planning the trip, Jobe marveled at all the possible stops contained neatly 
within such a tight square milage. Concord, Lexington — it’s all right here; they didn’t 
even have to hit Boston to see the highlights. To make it to Walden Pond (the Walden 
Pond!) would only take an afternoon. 
 The Colonial Inn lives in the heart of Concord, the oldest operating Inn in 
America. He loves everything about it, from the white paneling to the green carpeting to 
the dinky etching of two soldiers it uses as a sign. Nadine called it “quaint.” She had her 
arms around him as she said it. She approves. 
 Nadine wore an off-white dress for their wedding. When the chapel door opened, 
Jobe hadn’t been able to make her out against the afternoon sun. But then, as she stepped 
inside, and her soft shoes brushed against the cold marble floor, he saw her with absolute 
clarity. Her round shoulders and all the other places he was learning to love to touch. The 
minster had rested a hand on Jobe’s back, smiling, as if to say: look, at all the sunshine 
here, this little chapel, this new wife. 
 Nadine walked up the aisle alone, her hands hidden by the lace binding her 
bouquet of lilacs. Her eyes scanned the windows, the walls, the heads of their guests. 
Nobody from grief group ended up coming, not Pete, not Mary, not Lenore. In the end, 
Jobe had convinced her to leave them behind. And, then, after all those years she spent 
alone, caring for her brother, there he was, at the alter, and there she was walking towards 
him. And he had reached out his hand to her.  
  When Jobe finishes his run, he stops outside the Inn for a moment, leaning on the 
wooden banister accompanying the front steps, breathing hard. Only 6 miles. It must be 
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the air, he thinks, though his knee is trembling. He had spent a good ten minutes quietly 
rummaging through their luggage before realizing the unthinkable: Nadine forgot his 
knee brace. He gathers himself, all his edges, pulls them tight, and then heads inside.  
` In their room, Nadine is still asleep. After yesterday’s early rise, she insisted on 
sleeping in; sleep, he’s learning, is her near favorite activity. She claims the full bed with 
her limbs, her mouth open, something he knows embarrasses her. Sometimes she gets up 
extra early, and sneaks into the bathroom to brush her teeth. This is because she’s never 
been married. He’s only glad she doesn’t snore. 
 “Good morning,” Nadine says from their bed. He hadn’t noticed her stir. Her 
voice is warm and alive. A viola. 
 “Good morning, beautiful you,” Jobe says. 
  At breakfast, they settle at a corner table. There are two restaurants inside the 
Colonial Inn, and this is the nicer of the two. Their waiter is an older man named 
Clarence who proudly wears a logo’d polo. He brings the newlyweds coffee, which Jobe 
takes black, and Nadine takes with two sweet and low. 
 There’s a perfectly fair buffet in the corner of the room: a bowl of strawberries 
bleeding pink onto honeydew, muffins, bread for toasting, chafing dishes full of grey-
yellow eggs and oatmeal, but there’s a menu, too, and while Jobe heads off to inspect the 
table of offerings,  Nadine stays put to look at the good stuff.  
 Breakfast is her favorite meal of the day. When she was younger, she’d take 
herself out on breakfast dates. Park herself in a diner for hours, sipping cup after cup of 
coffee, long after her eggs benny settled in her stomach.  
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 “I think I’ll order off the menu.” Nadine says, finally. 
 “There’s plenty there that’s fine,” Jobe says, gesturing behind him. “They have 
oatmeal.” 
 Jobe eats oatmeal every morning. He says it’s good for his health, and even still, 
probably better for Nadine’s; “food is fuel,” he says to her, often, which is something she 
suspects he learned from Hayley, something that makes Nadine think of her father, who, 
when jealous, used to break plates, and throw shoes, and makes Nadine wish that she, 
too, could break plates and throw shoes. But she doesn’t break her plate, or Jobe’s, she 
simply says: 
 “An omelette seems more appropriate to me, maybe. For our honeymoon.”  
 Jobe looks back at the white table cloth. He switches his weight from foot to foot. 
 “Maybe some homefries?” Nadine prods.  
 His hand is toying with the zipper at the front of his slick windbreaker. He’s a full 
head taller than she is. She thinks of when they made love that morning, how she held her 
lips to his chest, just below his heart, and how she could feel the steady thrum of life 
through his whole body.  
 Jobe takes Nadine’s hand in his and bends low, kissing it. He sits across from her, 
drawing his napkin to his lap. Clarence returns, and when Jobe orders, he orders “all the 
way,” bacon and cheese omelette, with home fries — no dry toast, no egg whites. Nadine 
glows as she orders her Benedict. She only ever eats half, anyway. 
 When their waiter disappears, Nadine reaches across the table to nestle her hand 
in Jobe’s. 
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 “Deeny, can I ask you something?”  
 She takes a long sip of her coffee, so long it almost scalds her throat. She nods, 
keeping her smile tight and high.  
 “Did you see my knee brace, while you were packing? It’s not here, which is fine, 
you know, mistakes happen.” 
 “Was your knee giving you trouble this morning?” 
 “No, no, no. Totally fine, I’ll be completely fine. I just want to make sure that it 
made it, is all, to your—“ 
 “Our.” 
 “Our! House. Our house.”  
 Nadine knows exactly where the brace is, and why she didn’t pack it.  
 She had spent a whole afternoon tackling boxes, rummaging for running shorts 
and fanny packs and khakis. They hadn’t unpacked his things yet; his cardboard boxes 
still lived in her brother’s empty room, stacked, like a little brown city. She spun the plain 
gold band on her ring finger. She looked forward to getting used to it. 
 She opened a box labeled “RUNNING (SUPPLIES),” though she could hardly 
read Jobe’s handwriting, which was an elegant, calligraphic cursive that he maintained 
always, even for the most mundane occasions. Inside, Nadine found head lamps, wireless 
headphones, and various composition books where he had, for years, tracked his weekly 
milage. He does at least 30 a week, closer to 60 in the fall, when he’s in racing season. 
She liked that about him, his activity — but more so his meticulousness with it; she liked 
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that he saw her as fitting in, a column on his spreadsheet, nestled neatly among the 
others. 
  She shuffled through the box, searching for his brace, and then there it was, 
settled right at the bottom. She took up the brace in her hand and then stopped. There, just 
underneath the brace, she found Hayely.  
 Nadine had never seen her before, had only heard about her at grief group; Jobe 
was so private, even after they got together, about Hayley. She was his old life, he told 
her, once. You, Nadine, are everything new. 
  She knew that Hayley had been younger than Jobe. When he brought home 
Nadine, his family had joked that he (at last) was trying on someone his own age. But 
Hayley looked impossibly young in the photo, and  judging from the date it was taken, 
she must have been at least 10 years younger than Jobe, if not more. Nadine looked at the 
woman’s slim shoulders; her white, silken halter top. Her lips, smeared red at the edges, 
had just been kissed. She wasn’t smiling with her mouth. She didn’t have to. All the love 
in the world was in her eyes. Hayley had her whole life ahead of her, and a dusting of 
freckles on her nose. She looked at the camera as if to say, “here I am, and who the fuck 
are you?”  
 Nadine dropped the brace back inside before closing the box. She carried it to the 
corner of the room, where it lived now by itself, shaded from light. 
# 
 Minuteman National Park. He can tell by the time they arrive that Nadine is 
already tired. He watched her in the morning as she checked her phone for the forecast 
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and sifted through their luggage before producing her outfit: a Patagonia vest, a long 
sleeved, floral cotton shirt, and new denim pants. By the time they reach the park’s 
entrance, she’s sweating in her pits.  
 She asks to stop almost as soon as they get past the rock wall lining the parking 
lot. She says it’s to take pictures, but he knows that inside, she’s breathing heavy. The 
Paul Revere Capture Site, his first goal, is 3 miles away. At this rate, he thinks, watching 
her take flash photos of the trees that line the first of many parking lots, we won’t even 
get there.  
 Over breakfast, he had laid out the routes he had planned and the hourly goals he 
made, along with the wiggle room he had carefully set aside. And of course, that means 
wiggle room for photos. His therapist told him years ago that he should always make 
room for “the wiggles.” He hopes that Nadine does not notice the way he is wringing his 
hands against themselves. The cars settled in the dirt parking lot are from all over the 
country. Nadine had poked him about that, but he hadn’t done it, because he thought 
they’d be fine to just walk. He counts the different car colors. Blue, Red, Black, then 
Black again. When Nadine returns to him looking refreshed, it feels as though the day 
might not be so lost. 
 They continue, onward, into the park. After a mile, she asks to stop again. To fill 
up her water bottle. Only, Jobe hadn’t noticed her drink at all, let alone enough to empty 
her Nalgene. 
 “Let’s not stay here too-too long,” Jobe says, standing by the fountain. “There’s a 
lot to see.”  
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 “This trip has been a lot of walking for me.” She says. He looks down at her feet, 
then back to his. The fountain is old; it barely produces a dribble. There’s a leak in the 
pipe, too, and as she stands there, filling, water spills out onto her shoes. She bought a 
pair of new Sketchers for the trip, and now, already, they’re damp. “Do you want more 
sunscreen?”  
 He shakes his head. She pulls a slim tube of SPF 35 out of her fanny pack. 
 “Do you think you can keep the pace? To get up to the capture site?”  
 Nadine looks out at the field behind the bubbler. She shrugs her soft shoulders. 
Sometimes, Nadine goes somewhere quiet he hasn’t found yet.  
 He thinks about after the wedding, when they shuffled boxes from his carpet lined 
condo to her house. He had only been there a few times before; Nadine was shy about 
having him over, though why he wasn’t sure. The house had expansive, gorgeously kept 
wood floors, a plain but well loved kitchen. Nadine only really used the kitchen and the 
bedroom, and so the rest of the house was without furniture, save a small end table by the 
front door. He knew they’d fill up the rest together, all the gaps. It could be like a new 
house to her, too.  
 She diligently helped him cart boxes from her green station wagon to the spare 
bedroom. The boxes took up the whole room. He had thrown most of his practical things 
away. All he had now were his clothes, his books, his old work papers. 
 When they were done, Nadine stood in the middle of the room, surrounded by all 
the boxes. She asked him if this was it. He said yes, and she breathed deeply, soaking in 
light from the bedroom’s tall, unadorned window. Ancient dust floated in the sunlight, 
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dislodged, at last, by all their commotion. Nadine rested her hand on a box labeled 
“SHIRTS (DRESS) / HATS (BASEBALL).”  
 Quiet for a bit, she seemed to be reading the walls. 
 In grief group, he once heard her describe the sound of her brother coughing, and 
how she would hear it even when she wasn’t at home with him. She would hear it when 
she was grocery shopping or at the movie theater. How, even after his death, she would 
immediately think Ethan, get back to bed! When he was well enough, he’d shuffle his 
slippered feet from place to place, following her around the house. But he was always 
frail, even then, and sometimes, he would shit himself standing behind her. He refused to 
see anyone but her, so they were shut up together, alone in that house. She described the 
day he died, how she wiped the bubbling pink spittle from his lips, only sure he was dead 
when the last bubble popped, and stayed that way. For months all she did was clean. 
Clean the carpets, clean the floors, clean the sheets and the walls. Her hands became red, 
raw. Eventually they took to bleeding.  
 But he remembers: on their first date, he took up both her hands in his and 
brought them to his lips. It was winter, then, and there was romance in everything: the ice 
below their feet, the snow caught on Jobe’s eyebrows, the mittens she left behind on her 
dresser. By then her hands were soft. By then she was ready. 
 “Let’s keep going,” Nadine says. She puts her hand on Jobe’s arm, he can feel her 
palm sweating, even through his wind breaker. She squeezes his bicep. “I can handle it.” 
# 
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 Jobe holds Nadine’s hand in order to maintain the slower pace. They should head 
back to the hotel, and they should call an Uber, he knows this, he can tell by how Nadine 
is walking, how she’s limping in her new shoes. He watches Nadine’s face go redder and 
redder, and with every step he digs the heal of his Nike deeper in the dirt. He lists the 
places he’s sure, because of Nadine, he won’t get to see today. He knows in his heart 
they’ll have to head straight from the Paul Revere Capture Site to the Inn. He’s not mad 
with Nadine, he tells himself. He’s mad at himself for having higher expectations. Nadine 
is old. Nadine is a little fat, and ate eggs Benedict for breakfast. He hears his therapist’s 
voice again: Adjust your expectations, Jobe. To reasonable. 
 He talks, still, but he’s glad that she largely stays quiet. He loves that about her in 
general. Here, especially: he knows he couldn’t bare all that breathing, and knows that 
this would all be worse for him if she tried to choke out words. They pass other people, 
younger people, tourists. He clutches Nadine’s hand tight when they pass a high school 
group, populated by blonde kids with expensive shoes and watches. A girl, awkwardly 
long limbed, turns and he sees Hayley’s face.  
 He looks away and tries to count the mossy stones that make up the rock wall 
lining their path. Hayley. She had grown up here, in New England, and as they pass the 
girl, he can’t help but imagine, Hayley, a child, with that same zit covered lip, sulking 
around the park on a field trip, taking notes, gossiping to strangers, kissing the star of the 
football team. He tries counting the high schoolers. 1 2 3 4 5. This is a trick they learned 
in grief group. It’s called grounding; when you reach a swell of overwhelming emotion, 
you try to find things to count. It was Nadine who showed him how, when he wanted to 
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die, everyday. But he doesn’t want to die. That is not who he is, not anymore. He counts 
Nadine’s breaths, shallow behind him. 1 2 3 4 5. Hayley had told him, she’d said that if 
he wanted to come here, he’d have to go by himself, that while she was gone, she’d go 
somewhere else, somewhere fun, like Prague.    
 Every year I went there on a field trip, the same stupid field trip every year. And 
what’s there even to see? It’s not like Colonel Whoever’s ghost leads a particular 
engaging tour of anything. 
 He hadn’t gone to Concord without her, then, but she had gone on her own, to 
Prague. She did that a few times. Sometimes it wasn’t Prague, sometimes it was Athens, 
or Riyadh. She had a habit of disappearing for weeks at a time. He would wait, running in 
the mornings, quietly tracking his milage on their training board, starring at the empty 
squares meant for Hayley’s numbers.  When she returned, all smiles, tanned and golden, 
her shoulders burdened by black TUMI bags, he told himself it would be as if she had 
never gone, but that wasn’t true, she’d always bring home a little less of herself. 
Sometimes he thinks that she had been training him too, for, this. Her absence. He counts 
the bags on Hayley’s shoulders, 1, 2 —   
 Behind him, Nadine catches his hand. He hadn’t noticed he’d dropped hers. Her 
hand is impossibly soft when it reclaims his, and fills it. Nadine, he reminds himself, is 
my wife. She came with me today to visit the park, she came with me, she would come 
with me anywhere. 
 “Jobe,” she says. “What’s gotten into you? You just blazed right by Paul Revere’s 
capture sight.”  
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 “Oh?” He looks down at the brochure in his hand. Traces their path. Another 
group of high schoolers pass, but he doesn’t look up.  “Oh, yes, I suppose we did.”  
# 
 When Nadine told her friend Mary, via e-mail, about the wedding, Mary had 
demanded they meet up that very night at Applebees, and so, dutifully, Nadine appeared. 
Mary arrived late as always, her hair a mess, wearing yesterday’s shirt. She was in the 
part of grief where everyday tasks weigh heavy like sandbags.  
 Over the course of four pomegranate martinis, she berated Nadine. After three 
months? Are you crazy? Nadine munched her chips, her salad. Sipped her tea, which was 
under-sweet. Nadine, sweetie, you don’t know him from Adam. 
 Nadine listened, paid the bill, and waited until she was safe in her Subaru before 
she let her rage out, swinging it hard against her steering wheel. No, Nadine didn’t know 
Jobe very well. But, you don’t need to know that anybody was “the one,” sometimes 
people can just be “a one,” or something to take you away from an empty house, a cold 
bed, air still dry with sickness. A lifetime of putting things away, of sitting with her 
brother while he coughed up blood and shivered. And so maybe Jobe wasn’t perfect, but 
he made love to her when she had forgotten that she was capable of being made love to. 
He fucked her, even. Let her fuck him. Would read to her, from history books, from 
magazines. Nadine’s ears were greedy. She could listen for hours.  
 She remembers when her family relocated to Florida, for Ethan’s health. She was 
so young, and their new house was mammoth, boundless. Every night, as soon as her 
Mother slipped from her room, Nadine would sink deep under her covers, terrified. The 
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house made so many noises, it would stretch itself all night long. Her child brain conjured 
creatures of all sizes, sicknesses that basked in the seams of their carpets. One night, the 
house snapped. The terror was continuous, the stairs groaned, branches — evil witch’s 
fingers — wrecked havoc on her window pane. In the walls, surely, rats nibbling flesh. 
She was six, and so tired, she hadn’t slept, and her parents hadn’t noticed, and then, 
Nadine was weeping.  
 Ethan was too weak to walk, and so he crawled, out of his bed, across the hall to 
his sisters room. It took him several tries to reach the door knob, and Nadine knew this 
because she could hear him, could hear his sweaty palms slip from the door frame, a 
sound which could have just as easily come from a psychotic intruder, so she cried 
harder. He made it in her room, to the bed, while she hid herself under the covers, praying 
desperately for her life to end swiftly. But, she knew when she heard her brother’s hollow 
cough that it was Ethan. When she came up from the covers, he was sitting in her bed 
with her. He, too, was crying, covered in sweat. He smiled, and asked her what was 
wrong. They slept curled together that night.   
 Inside his arms, the house became silent. Her big brother had come to save her. 
 The first night she took Jobe into her bed, he had held her and she slept. Deeply, 
totally. And wasn’t that enough? 
# 
 They cut through the grass towards an unremarkable semi-circle of rocks. 
They’ve made it all the way from Concord to a town that Jobe says is called Lincoln, 
though Nadine doesn’t care. At this point, she just wants to sit down, to lounge on the soft 
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bed in their stuffy hotel room, to order room service. She wishes Jobe would slow down. 
Across the field, a tour guide dressed as a patriot soldier leads a tour of ten people. 
 “Cutting through the grass like this seems, like, perhaps…” 
 “It’s fine,” Jobe says. “I can see it, let’s just keep going this way. It’s faster like 
this.”  
 Faster. The tour guide halts his group. He twirls his wooden rifle when he stops. 
His head is a dominated by a black tricorner hat. It’s probably felt. She wonders if it’s 
warm. She wonders how’d it look covering the little bald spot on the back of Jobe’s head. 
 When Jobe stops, they’ve finally made it. The site is marked by a small, curved 
rock wall, with a large capstone. The capstone has a bright green copper marker, faded, 
describing Paul Revere’s capture. Leaves litter the rock wall. She would sit, if she felt 
like sitting, but she knows that if she sat, she’d turn off, like a vacuum silenced as it finds 
itself beyond the reach of the outlet.  
 “This is it,” Jobe says. He straightens his long back and looks around. “Yup, right 
on this spot.” 
 He’s grinning like an idiot. She just wishes that he could look, look and see. Don’t 
you see how stupid this is? How all this time I’ve just been trying to do what you wanted, 
I just wanted to make you happy, but it’s so stupid. She hates that word but it’s true. She’s 
tired and she’s hungry and her feet hurt, and marriage, maybe, is just a little bit stupid.  
 “How do you think people even know it?” Nadine says. 
 “Hmm?” He turns to look at her. 
 “Well, I just. How do you think people can be sure? That this was really the spot.”  
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 He gestures to the placard. His eyebrows, raised, tell her she is being petulant. 
 “Yes, of course I see the stone, Jobey. It’s only—“ 
 “It’s only what?” 
 “Well, somebody decided to put it here,” she continues, her voice rising. “But that 
doesn’t mean that this was the spot.”  
 “Why wouldn’t it be the spot?”  
 “Well, who gets to pick? I mean, did some red coat take the time to note it down? 
To put a flag in the ground? How’d they even know it would be important?” 
 “Obviously, Nadine, they knew he was important. He was Paul Revere. And 
besides, he had a fellow rider who got away, Prescott likely remembered, or noted, or—”  
 “Who?” 
 “Prescott. His young compatriot. He lived on, escaped the fray.” 
 Across the field, a flurry of birds spring from their tree. The sky is so blue. The 
re-enactor has fired his musket in the air. The load of tourists clap. Nadine is trying to 
breathe but the anger won’t go away.  
 “Are you even listening to me?” Jobe says, sharply.  
 “No,” Nadine says. She watches, waiting to see if the reenactor is grinning at his 
triumph, at his successful display. “I’m sorry, I’m not. I’m sorry I came, we should have 
just gone to Aruba, at least there, they have chairs.”  
 Nadine turns away, her eyes become glazed and wet. Her calves ache, her back is 
sweating. She doesn’t care. She just walks. Let him follow her, it won’t matter, though 
she already feels in her chest that there’s something wrong, that there was a look on 
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Jobe’s face that she had never scene before — that his face had gone cold and flat, as if 
with rigor mortis. She hears the birds, and then Jobe’s voice. And then, again, just the 
birds. 
# 
 Nadine, ahead of him. Little and moving fast, now, at last, though away from him. 
His heart is melting itself. He tries to count her steps but she’s too far away now, 
someone’s kicked the air out of him, but there’s nothing to count. He’s heaving. 
Goddamnit, the field around him is empty, and goddamnit, why is everything without 
color? Across the field, the tour guide, the reenactor, is sprinting through the field. 
 “Sir! Sir!” The patriot is calling. Jobe closes his eyes. 
 He thinks of Nadine’s face. How her mascara had dried out and little flakes of 
black dust settled under her eyes like freckles. He wishes he hadn’t pressed, wishes they 
had stayed in bed all day. Wishes she had never said anything, and Hayley’s Freckles, and 
Nadine, and her makeup freckles. How Hayley used to do her makeup in the morning 
with all the tubes spread out across the bathroom, on the vanity, the toilet lid, she leaves 
her stuff everywhere, goddamanit, she makes such a mess— 
 The patriot arrives: a teenaged boy with a paper thin mustache. Behind him, the 
crowd of tourists. The patriot, his relief, his blanket. He closes his eyes. His heart is 
fluttering, 1 2 3. He’s squatting on the ground, his arms around himself. He’s rocking and 
breathing, trying to focus. 
 Paul Revere says: “Does he need an ambulance?”  
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 Hayley didn’t want to wear white, but she did anyway. They got married at a 
home, not a church; a rented bungalow near a beach with a broad, long back yard. As 
they danced, the sun setting on the blue, blue water, with the salt in the air, and the 
humming of the loons, she had leaned up to him. She rubbed her soft cheek against his 
and whispered:  
 “Beautiful you, how lucky am I?”  
 Hayley, up at dawn to put on running shoes, her laugh like a whip crack, her toes 
wriggling beside his in bed. That terrible morning she didn’t get up for their run. He had 
gone, instead, without her, because he didn’t know yet, but someone had turned her off 
while she slept. Let her rest, he had thought, let her rest. For no apparent reason, none at 
all, Hayley’s heart had just stopped beating. 
 His own heart, now, is in a million directions. He tries to calm himself, thinks of 
Nadine, her hands reaching for his at grief group, the wrinkles beside her eyes, how she 
was afraid to be on top when they made love and  the way he had to crane his neck to see 
her beneath him and now somebody is asking what to do, and but still walking away is 
Nadine; she’s walking down the long grey path from where they were. He has no idea 
what to say.  
# 
 Jobe wakes up alone in a bed. A little woman in pink scrubs is scrawling 
something on a white board in a corner of the room. The room is absolutely cold, and 
smells a little like bleach, a little like piss. 
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 “Hello, my name is Marta, and I’ll be your PCA for the next few hours. I’ll just 
need to  check your vitals.”  
 “Thank you Mara.” 
 “Marta,” she corrects, closing the cap of a dry erase marker. Her black hair is 
pulled behind her in a scrunchy. She’s quite pretty. “Can you sit up for me, Jobe? I have 
to take your blood pressure.”  
 “What happened?” he asks.  
 “There you go, okay! You had a heart attack, and now you are recovering in 
Newton Wellesley hospital.”  
 “Jesus, a heart attack?”  
 “They do happen.” 
 “Was it, ah, ah, major?”  
 A curtain parts, and in comes Nadine, holding two clear plastic cups of orange 
juice. Her patterned t-shirt, covered with dust. She doesn’t look at him, only at the 
woman in the pink scrubs. 
 “Hi, there! I’m Nadine, Jobe’s wife. Looks like you’re taking great care of him.”  
 “Hiya, Nadine, I’m—“  
 “Marta, this is Marta.” Jobe says. Nadine, without looking, hands him his orange 
juice.  
 “Marta, how lovely to meet you.”  
 They talk a little, back and forth, Nadine and Marta. There’s a sort of sparkle to 
the way Nadine speaks, and when Marta leaves the room she does so laughing. Jobe’s 
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whole body feels dull, achey, awful. Nadine sits quietly in a chair in the corner of the 
room, sipping her orange juice. She doesn’t expect him to say anything, he can tell, or 
apologize. He drinks his orange juice, and she pulls out a copy of InStyle magazine to 
read. Soon, he falls to a sleep, with no dreams. 
 It’s so funny, Nadine thinks. She’s never been here before, and yet, if she closes 
her eyes: nothing but familiar sounds. The rolling of hospital beds, the thunking of 
danskos against tile, the quiet, restless breathing.  
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Qualifying Time 
 Right out the gate: Coach Gleeson didn’t touch anybody and definitely didn’t do 
any gay shit. That is to say, on a physical level —- if Coach Gleeson had been born just a 
little bit later, he could have got stuff done. He could have lived in his house, out in the 
open with some boyfriend, a little dog, and flower pots and planters, only don’t ask me 
what kind of flowers. I guess the nice kind.  
 But this was 2005, and really, most places you could still say ‘faggot,’ in public, 
so Coach Gleeson spent his afternoons not with a loving partner clipping coupons, but 
with us, a gang of horny, pimply 15s - 17s, showing us how to tap our toes to avoid shin 
splints and telling and retelling the story of his high school glory days; the summer after 
he himself had gotten on the Varsity team, when he trained with Neil Cole, the only 
human ever to hail from Billerica, Massachusetts capable of running an OQT.  
 Well, of course, therein lied the problem. It was obvious to the whole GD team 
that Gleeson, all these years later, carried a torch for his high school buddy, and Cole’s 
crazy, marathon-lean calves. And it was exactly this overt adoration that made all of us 
twitch when, at meets, Gleeson would shout “Keep eyes on back! Eyes on back!” and, 
rather than understand this to be what it was, which was earnest encouragement, we took 
it as a threat. But Coach Gleeson, Mr. Gleeson during school hours (he moonlit as a 
passable geometry teacher), would have died for us. We knew that. He still ran thirty 
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miles (at least!) with us every week, rain or shine, in his stupid, aging green Billerica 
Chiefs track suit, which had been his property since, oh, 1973. 
 But, anyway, this all went down my junior year, Gleeson’s last year at Billerica 
High. I had just gotten my license, and Ma was starting to trust me behind the wheel of 
our Volvo. The first time she drove with me as passenger rather than pilot, her feet 
pumped at imaginary breaks and her fingers clenched around the passenger side chicken 
handle as if she were wringing its skinny, skinny neck. But I had improved dramatically 
since that first excursion, and she came to trust me with the occasional solo grocery trip. 
This day, I was in the frozen goods aisle, looking for the chicken cordon blue thing Ma 
liked to make when she felt like a grown up. 
 Well who’d wander over at that moment, but Coach Gleeson! He rolled towards 
the Stouffer’s section and pulled out a stack — about five feet tall — of frozen lasagne. 
The only other thing in his cart was Hershey’s chocolate syrup. I could respect a man like 
this, surely, I did respect him, living on his own, Math Teacher By Day, Magnanimous 
Cross Country Coach by Mid Afternoon/Early Evening, making it happen for himself 
with Stouffer’s Veggie Lasagne.  
 So, there was Coach Gleeson, in the freezer aisle. He wasn’t old yet, but he had 
that “despite-all-the-miles-I-run-I-live-on-a-diet-of-leftover-gatorade-frozen-foods-and-
frosted-mini-wheats” kind of body. Still, he was pretty fit, and had all of his hair, despite 
it being in a boxy, mid-90s hair cut that was dated even on this day, when I spotted him in 
Market Basket, circa 2005.  
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 And I guess that made sense: he was a pretty sentimental guy. Before I even got to 
high school, this local kid, O’Mally, was jogging on Boston Road over by Mac’s Two, 
when he got clipped by some Westford lady’s Audi and ended up breaking every bone in 
his body. It was a capital M Miracle that he even survived, but everyone in town was 
really upset, obviously, and Ma dragged me to the O’Mally’s house to bring Chicken 
Parmesan. O’Mally was still stuck in the hospital at that point, and while my Mom talked 
to Mrs. O’Mally, I stayed outside with O’Mally’s brother (who everyone called Young 
O’Mally, but who’s real name, I think, was Travis), throwing basketballs against their 
garage door. Everyone had been bringing them lasagne, and their fridge was bursting full 
of pyrex dishes. People get nice when this sort of stuff happens; Billerica is a lot of 
bullshit, but it’s a community. Yeah, most of it is strip malls, parking lots, and Dunks, but 
we know how to show up. And O’Mally was a senior. Team captain. It was rough.  
 Meanwhile, Gleeson thought it’d be an amazing idea to drag the entire team 
(varsity and JV) to Lowell General to see their fallen comrade. Right after practice, too: 
they all jammed into this hospital room, and you bet it smelled like a beautiful blend of 
guy-sweat and hand sanitizer. He was all laid up, wrapped up, couldn’t say anything (they 
put a tube in). So fucked, like metal-rods-holding-all-his-limbs-together fucked, and 
everyone went down the line, every single team member, and they said to him, like it was 
some sort of ceremony: “We Got Your Back.” And, if you believe the rumor, apparently, 
when it got to Gleeson, he got all blubbery. When everyone else went home, Gleeson 
stayed, sat with him. Gleeson was extra soft on O’Mally. He had broken lots of records. 
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He would never walk again, but it didn’t matter — for Gleeson, he’d always be a part of 
the pack. 
 I kept waiting for him to look up at me, and notice, to say, ‘Look alive, Carson!’ 
but I got none of that. And for whatever reason, I just picked up my basket and followed 
him around the store. He didn’t get anything else — he just walked, walked and walked. 
Kinda funny, right? Every once in a while, sure, he’d pick up a sleeve of Thomas’ Nooks 
n’ Crannies, or a box of saltines, as if he were actually shopping, but he’d just stare at 
whatever was in his hand for a good three seconds and then return it to its shelf. I have no 
idea how long I followed him around the store like this but I gotta say, however long it 
was, it was too long.  
 Ma was freshly divorced those days and going through “a lot,” and so, when I got 
home later than I said I would, she was, perhaps, a little extra upset. Over the course of 
that year, she’d developed a fun Advil popping habit. Several months into the future from 
me, standing in the living room, fingers slowly choking from the weight of several plastic 
grocery bags as she gave me the ‘when you do why it makes me feel ex’ spiel she had 
learned at couple’s therapy, she’d OD on the stuff, actually, and her kidneys would almost 
fail. Together, we’d rid the house of all its Advil, pour it down the toilet as if it were 
oxycontin, and not something every other normal American could have in their cabinet, 
safely, without compulsively stuffing five orange pills in their mouth.  
 That night, after the blowout with Ma, me and the usual suspects (Arjun, Eric, and 
Ben Hillman) went driving after dark, as you do. Ben Hillman had just inherited his very 
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own hand-me-down Corolla, bright beige, a ’97 — slick stuff. Arjun was freakishly tall, 
freakishly fast, and freakishly obsessed with anime and Evanescence. This is why, though 
he rode shotgun, Eric and I were always in charge of the music selection, whether it be 
FM or compact disc. Ben Hillman had quite the CD collection, and a thick stack of them 
lived precariously in a plastic basket poised between Eric’s seat and mine. Mostly, we 
listened to our heavy hitters, the “three Mmms:” Mmmeatloaf, Mmmetalica, and (Iron) 
Mmmaiden. It was old school, but that was just how we rolled. We played the music, 
volume, max. Like, I can’t emphasize this enough: 90% of the time we were shouting, 
and frequently, we were passing a very, very poorly rolled jay around (curtesy of yours 
truly; I can only cop to this because, years down the line, when I return for my five year 
reunion, Arjun holds my jay up the light and feigns weeping at the sight of my new found 
prowess).  
 That particular night I was feeling sort of crummy, and we were looking at ways 
to fill the requisite time before we could hit up the McDonalds in Chelmsford without 
embarrassment. Smoking anything at all deeply diminished my aerobic abilities (though I 
wouldn’t know this until college, when somebody pointed out I’d probably shave a few 
minutes off my PR if I quit smoking like a beater’s exhaust in social situations) and 
despite having state quailies on my mind, I figured, whatever. It was a Wednesday night, 
and I was pissed, and feeling like I needed a little “fuck you,” kind of action. So, we 
cruised from Billerica to Chelmsfuck, surveying for any furniture people left out for 
trash. This was so we could take it somewhere else. We did this semi-frequently, and no, 
we didn’t do anything stupid, like lighting it on fire — we’d strap it to the roof of that 
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Toyota Corolla (an ordeal, always, believe you me — plan as we did(n’t), there were 
never enough bunji cords). Then, we’d drive it to one of the track kid’s houses. We were 
distance kids, cross country, and while the sprinters were not actually bad folks, 
teenagers, by default, love to antagonize.  
 So we’d pick up a crooked dining chair or a lumpy, patterned love seat and dump 
it on whoever’s lawn, just in front of their garage, or porch entrance, forming a bizarre 
obstacle that the sprinter, their parents, guardians, or loved ones, would meet immediately 
upon exiting their home. The most amazing shit? We never got caught. Can you believe 
that? No one even suspected us. Insanity.  
 I was feeling the tickle for that sort of mischief, but the mood wasn’t really going 
my way that night. We didn’t find any furniture, and Eric’s heart didn’t really seem in it. 
Eric and I had been seeing a lot of each other that year — we ran at about the same pace 
and had an affinity for Orange Julius, and so would meet up at the mall on weekends to 
goof off and sip, sip, ahh. Sometimes in the car at night, under all that noise, nobody 
would say anything, and Eric would stare and stare out the window, and I’d stare at Eric. 
He had this funny way of breathing, always, with his mouth open, lips just a little parted, 
and he did this even when running, which drove me crazy, but — in the car, not jostling 
around and sweating, the little motions his mouth made like that seemed, like, well. 
Something to watch.  
 When our search was ended, and we found ourselves nestled in the Micky D’s 
parking lot with quarter pounders in hand/mouth, I decided to say:  
 “I saw Coach Gleeson today at Market Basket.”  
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 “Someone must’ve forgotten to turn him off after practice,” Arjun said, slipping 
four fries into our mess of collective ketchup: the carcasses of all those little red packets. 
Eric laughed. 
 “Better question: what were you doing at Market Basket, Carson? Your Mom 
finally letting you behind the wheel?”  
 “Damn straight,” I said, sitting up tall, pretending to brush dust off my shoulder 
blades. “I do the grocery runs these days.” 
 “Well, okay, little bitch.” Hillman said. “What he say?”  
 “What?” 
 “What did Gleeson actually say.”  
 So I told them the story, how he wandered around with his cart full of lasagne, 
picking up shit and then putting it down, which wasn’t really a story, I guess, in any 
meaningful sense of the word, but anything is a story when you’re high with your buds 
and sharing a 20 pack of McNuggets, and so I said it. And then Hillman told his own 
story: 
 About a week before, somewhere in the bowels of MySpace, this track kid, 
Michael Torrence, discovered Coach Gleeson. User name XCountry Running Machine 
2000 — and in computer lab class, one day, he showed it to Hillman. In fact, this info 
was making the rounds. Not worthy of reporting on, really, just your average lonely dude 
BS. Apparently, Torrence ran the paper route for Gleeson’s neighborhood (literally ran it, 
the prick) and said Gleeson lived alone, in a house made for a full family (rumor: he 
inherited the house from his parents, who killed themselves when Gleeson failed to 
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qualify for the Boston Marathon before 30. This is blatantly not true, Gleeson ran it at 27 
— he told me this, later, but we’ll get there — and, also, he finished 85th. And, also, his 
parents died of cancer, four months apart. So, there you go). Sometimes, Torrence said, 
on mornings as early/late as 4am, Gleeson’d be sitting upstairs in a big window, typing 
away at his computer. And wasn’t that bullshit, he said. The Chiefs hadn’t placed at States 
in ten years, but there Gleeson was, up at 4am, trying to be hip to his “fellow kids.” Worst 
of all? Gleeson didn’t have enough friends to fill up his Top 8.  
 “Isn’t that fucking nuts?” Hillman said. “Running Machine. Hilarious.”  
 “What was his page like?” I asked. 
 “Oh, what, like he had a custom background made of Nike logos. But really 
nothing special.”  
 “Jesus. That’s sad.” Eric said.  
 “Absolutely pitiful,” Arjun echoed.  
 “And, uh,” I said, “did Neil Cole make it to the top eight?”  
 We all laughed. The answer, then, was no.  
 About an hour later, Ben lovingly unloaded me from his chariot, and upon 
entering my home, I found Ma, bent over a pint of Moosetracks ice cream, smiling as she 
absorbed an episode of To Catch a Predator. I stood behind the couch, watching and put 
my hand at the back of Mom’s neck. She hissed.  
 “Cold hands, Ern, where you been?” 
 “Out.” 
88
 If Mom smelt the whispy musk of bad weed on my t-shirt, she didn’t let me know. 
She had cocooned herself in a blanket Nana crotched when her and Dad bought the 
house. 
 When Dad moved out three months before, I watched him meticulously drag his 
shit out, object by object. And he took a lot of things, most things. The good stuff. Like 
our computer, a clunky black beast of a Dell. Mom helped him carry the monitor to the 
car, their hands almost touching. They basically didn’t fight at all, anymore, now that 
they were divorced, and so watching this was almost like seeing what my parents might 
have been like in some alternate universe where they were a normal married couple, who 
had date nights at Outback Steakhouse, and who didn’t throw porcelain dishes at each 
other, or have depressive episodes where they said nothing for 48-72 hour periods, or 
needle their way into insulting each other whenever they were, momentarily, alone with 
their son. As they stood there, proudly, my imaginary parents, in front of my Dad’s 
stupid, silver caddy, Ma flipped her hair away from her face that way she does, and 
pointed at the computer in the trunk’s open mouth. She laughed, squeezing Dad’s arm and 
he smiled. I looked nothing like my Dad. He kissed her on the cheek and he got in the 
drivers seat, and he drove away, and he couldn’t even be a decent fucker and wave, 
because this was real life, and not the movies, and so I didn’t get a “so long, sport,” or a 
“catch you later, kid.” Dad always called me by my first name, which was Ernest, same 
as him and his father before.  
# 
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 On a public library computer on a rainy night after practice, I googled Neil Cole, 
a legend by default for Billerica High’s xCountry team, and a nobody to the rest of the 
world. The computer click-click-clicked, and hummed its internet connection hum, and 
Ingrid the Children’s librarian peered in at me every so many minutes to make sure I 
wasn’t jerking off.  
 There were more Neil Coles, I guess, than you might have thunk-it. And it was 
hard to tell who was who in the midst of all the nonsense; and I guess, there is no why to 
explain it, and so I won’t do it, so I’ll just say I created a MySpace, username Neil Cole 
Runs, and an e-mail ncoleruns@hotmail.com, and I wasn’t sure what he looked like 
(now, or then) so I eschewed that issue entirely. And through Neil Cole Runs, I added 
Running Machine 2000, and sent him a message, and from there I sealed the deal, I did it, 
and sitting at that computer on that day, 80s carpeting beneath my feet and butt, rain 
thundering against the tall window at the back of the room, I imagined Gleeson at home, 
behind his computer, checking his MySpace page. I imagined him logging on to see ‘new 
friend request!’ and when he clicked it to see that it wasn’t just anyone but Neil Cole. 
Well. I imagine him dropping the class of blue gatorade in his right hand to the ground. I 
had a new message in Neil Cole’s inbox within minutes. Hey there, stranger!! 
 It rained the rest of the month, hard, and it was raining buckets that Friday when 
Coach Gleeson had us doing hills wearing garbage bags he swiped from the janitor’s 
closet. He didn’t wear one but ran along behind us, chanting, ‘you’re hill creatures, boys! 
Come on, now, you’re hill creatures!’ Beside me Eric was all, ‘more like hell creatures,’ 
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and I couldn’t even muster a laugh because I was thinking about the e-mail that Neil Cole 
had received that morning.  
 I had gotten in the habit of checking the computer in the mornings before school, 
so I could reply to Gleeson without really having to expend a whole lot of effort getting 
to BPL every afternoon. Yeah, doing it from the school computer had just seemed so 
much like the move, and I put myself in the very back corner with my regular Dunks, and 
I’d open my e-mail. That’s what we had moved to, IM just wasn’t working for Gleeson, it 
didn’t seem like he could hack it, and even still, I was having a hard time managing my 
lols and gtgs. E-mails were alright. I could pump them out like an essay, and good God, 
Gleeson liked to write essays. Sometimes about fucked up shit. Like, one time, they 
found a body. 
 Well, not quite, what they did come across was a sheet, over a form, under the 
bridge they crossed over Route 3, as a part of their twice weekly 15 mile easy run. There 
were cop cars parked around it in all directions to stop traffic, and cops lounged, leaning 
on the cars, smoking cigarettes and drinking coffee out of paper cups. There were no 
sirens but the lights were going and going and going, and Cole’s skin was paper white 
and every time the red or blue light coated him, Gleeson was like, I could see all of your 
veins, working hard: keeping you breathing. And it’s funny, when they first got there, at 
first — and this is what Gleeson said exactly: I kept looking at all the houses around me, 
looking for a clothes line. But it was stupid, there were no clotheslines, , and there was a 
GD body under that sheet, sure as you were clinging to the fence looking down and off 
that bridge.  
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 Somebody jumped. It was a teenager from their high school class, you can go 
back and find the article about it, in the Lowell Sun, which I did when I was bored, and 
also for research, so that I could say: yes, Mark, I remember that too — do you remember 
Marty at all? I think he played the tuba in band, and I think he always played it pretty 
badly. ‘Marty’ climbed to the top of the bridge and he looked left and he looked right and 
then he plummeted to his death, and all those cops suckled coffee while they waited for 
someone from the funeral home to show up. A recruit got there late, Coach Gleeson had 
remembered, and lifted up the sheet to see what lay beneath. He stared at whatever was 
left for a long time, speckled sheet in one hand, a honking Black and Decker flashlight in 
the other. And Gleeson and Cole stayed too, halfway through a long run, sweating 
together on that bridge, staring at the sheet. When they came and took the body away, 
Cole and Gleeson walked each other home, and they didn’t say anything else about it. Do 
you ever think about that, Cole? I think about it all the time. 
 But that morning, Gleeson had wrote me just a little something about his day, the 
day before. And I was bored. I was so bored:  
 Ah, Cole, you remember my parents place? It’s all mine know, big old place to live 
in by yourself. But you get used to it, nobody complains if I leave dishes around, or if I 
don’t exactly keep things in tip top shape, hahaha! But fuck me, I’ve got oil heat, and year 
round it’s an absolute nightmare, believe you me. All those empty rooms! What do you 
have, out there in Durango? I don’t even know what the weather is like in Colorado. In 
the spring, is it nice? You get flowers?  
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 It goes on. He even brought up a coin collection, I shit you not. And so, in 
responding that morning, I decided. Well. 
 Okay. This is not an easy thing to say, so I will just say it, and put it down on 
paper, because, well, here you are. I decided I was bored and that I wanted to see ‘what 
was up.’ And this was stupid. That morning, sipping from my iced hazelnut coffee, mixed 
regular, I typed: 
 Good morning, Mark! 
 I hope this e-mail finds you well, and maybe a little warmer, considering how 
drafty your house seems to be, ha ha ha! It is so funny that you bring up that house, 
because I was just thinking about that house, and how much time we used to spend there, 
after runs. Before runs. I’ve been having a hard time with running, recently — I’ve taken 
my milage down to 35 - 40 mpw. I’m so afraid of tendinitis! This young man I’ve been 
training with suggested yoga. Yoga?? You know how it is: kids say the darnedest things. 
 [And at this point in writing the e-mail, I remember sitting up and stretching, 
because I was absolutely hunched over, and I looked over my shoulder, and nobody was 
there, the whole school was still quiet, and Mrs. Fordham, the librarian, was folding and 
unfolding her copy of the Globe, not paying any particular attention to me. So I kept 
writing.] 
 I’m so sorry to hear that the house is a lonely place for you, Mark. You know, I 
never married, and I never had kids of my own. Didn’t seem in the cards. But that sort of 
thing… you know, sometimes I think, we came pretty close to it. After all these years, 
Mark, it’s wicked good to hear from you. And, out on a complete limb here, I wonder if, 
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now isn’t the time to say it — when really is? — that I loved you then. And I’d like to love 
you, now. 
 I hit send. I wrote it and I hit send and then I didn’t think about it much until after 
school, in the rain, breathing hard and running a lousy time, being called a hill creature, 
and looking back to see Coach Gleeson, watching us, grinning, even with all that wet on 
his face. 
# 
 Eric pulled me over in the hallway about two weeks into this mess. I was on my 
way to third period, and was absolutely exhausted — I had been up all night thinking 
about the e-mail Coach Gleeson had sent that day, I don’t know how I even lived before I 
knew this, how flipping lucky are we! In all the world, us two guys, what are the chances 
— and it was starting to feel weird, starting to feel funny, starting to feel like looking 
inside a room from a door just barely cracked open. I hadn’t made States, despite running 
a PR — and nobody had. That weekend was a blur, from the family carb dinner at Arjun’s 
place to the race day itself, I was barely operating. Whole gaps of time were being lost to 
me, and it definitely wasn’t freaking me out as much as it should have, and the time that I 
mostly remembered was in the library before school, reading and replying to those e-
mails. Already I must’ve knew more about Coach Gleeson than anybody. 
 It felt like I was going through a fax machine, like people were reading me on all 
sides and screeching. Because the truth was, after I sent that awful e-mail, the truth was 
that Coach Gleeson, with only just that much prompting, fucking bloomed. It was only 
that easy, and then bam, he was out and confessing this and that and, remember, Neil, 
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when we ran straight through to Kimball’s to get frappes? And then we stood, sweating, 
sipping — and remember how I almost touched you? You had all that crud on your face, 
Neil, and I was just about to swipe it away. What do you do? Where do you go, at night— 
what do you see on your runs? You still miss me?  
 And it felt like nobody on earth should know this, me least of all, and so when I 
was in zombie mode on my way to third period, and Eric grabbed me by the bubbler, and 
said “Yo, Ern, what the fuck?” because I had almost walked past him without saying 
anything, and it was true, I had walked the long way around to avoid Mark’s classroom, 
and I really hadn’t seen Eric as he passed. Eric seemed to have grown a full two inches 
since I saw him last, but maybe he was just standing taller than usual, letting me know He 
Meant Business. Maybe, also, I had ignored a few texts from him, but whatever, I only 
had so many texts I could send, anyway, since Dad forcibly chucked Ma and me from his 
corporate whore phone plan. And Eric was all, Dude, where have you been? What’s up 
with you?  
 And I looked at him, taller than me, shaggy hair over his eyes, and I noticed a 
little zit, growing just above his nose. I let him know nothing was up, and we went to the 
mall together, that very afternoon. We jogged there and I was slower than usual but Eric 
held his pace back for me, and as we walked through the mall, chugging that sweet 
strawberry nectar, and walking just a little too close to Aeropostale, he asked me if I had 
any thoughts about Julie Vangelder.  
 “No,” I said. “I think she was like, in my fifth grade class.”  
 “She’s kinda cute, you know.” 
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 “Maybe, IDK. I feel like I can’t even picture her face. Do you want to wander 
around the pet store? Look at the dogs? Oh, no, shit, dude. The bunnies. Let’s go look at 
the bunnies.”  
 “Ern, we always look at the fucking bunnies. They’re weird and sick, dude. 
Nobody likes to look at those.”  
 “Sick?”  
 “Yeah, they like, come from mills and shit. They keep them in those glass boxes 
and they don’t feed them enough. Hillman got one like two years ago, remember? And it 
like died, fifteen minutes after they left the store.”  
 “Woah.” 
 “Yeah I don’t even think they made it out of the car.”  
 “Did they at least get a refund?”  
 He clapped his hand on my back and laughed loud, and the corners of my mouth 
cracked. I was smiling, and so was he, and I remembered then, that Eric used to have 
braces and look so awkward, but look at him now! All tall and shiny and into Julie 
Vangelder, who I did remember, and who was the sort go chick that guys like Eric’d go 
for. Blonde, heavy black eyeliner. Into My Chemical Romance. 
 And wouldn’t you know, him and Julie are married now. They own a house in 
Tyngsborough, and they did the whole kid thing, and he sells safety equipment for a 
construction supply company and yada yada yada. I’ve seen him a few times since 
graduating, and every time I see him, I see him on that day, with the Strawberry Julius. 
Anyway, we ran home from the mall, working off those julieye, and when he dropped me 
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off at my house, waving as he passed my mailbox, I threw up buckets of pink slop on the 
lawn.  
# 
 Soon it was time for Dad and me to have our court ordered, bi-monthly 
socialization. I asked him to pick me up on a Friday, after school, and of course he was 
late, so, I  thought about crafting an extra e-mail to Coach Gleeson. I started by saying a 
little bit about Dad in the e-mail, but then I realized that Gleeson did actually know 
Cole’s Dad, probably, so I didn’t want to say anything that’d raise any questions. I 
deleted all that crap and hit him with the usual, yes and what about a Spring visit, 
perhaps, I’ll come to you? No, that weekend won’t work— what was your milage this 
week?  
 Coach Gleeson’s alter-ego, Mr. Gleeson, had a classroom on the third floor of 
Billerica High, at the back of it, and I had never actually been inside, and, so I figured, 
why not? I have time to kill. What are the chances? Who’d even still be here? I can only 
really tell you that the office wasn’t what I expected, but only because I had never been in 
a space that belonged solely to Gleeson. The Coach’s Den was shared between all five 
sports coaches, reeked of ball stank, and was littered with deflated footballs, and various 
abandoned chalk covered gym bags. Salt was crusted on everything, and though the desk 
was barely used and covered in papers, I used to imagine all the drawers full of whistles 
on green cords. But Mr. Gleeson’s classroom was basically blank. He had a white board, 
sure, covered with sloppy illustrations of parallelograms, but no flair, no wall decor. 
There was a frame on his desk, and inside the frame was a picture of the team from four 
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years ago, the closest we ever got to making a difference at States, Gleeson at the front of 
the line up, arm draped over O’Malley’s shoulder.  
 I stopped by the door. Coach Gleeson was there. He had his leg propped up on the 
radiator and was looking out the only window, which, at the time, was basically 
perpetually glazed over with gunk, and I knew what he was thinking about, he was 
thinking about me, he was thinking about Cole, he was thinking about both of us without 
even knowing. He hadn’t shaved— his habit during the off season — and his beard was 
just beginning to sprout through the grooves on his face, and I watched him breathe for a 
little while. He stretched, then turned to face the door.  
 “Carson?” He said. Surprised. 
 “Uh, yeah. Hi, Coach.”  
 “What’re you doing here so late, bud? It’s almost 4:30.” 
 “I’m waiting for my ride.”  
 “Hey, uh,” He looked around him as if something was missing, then, clicking his 
tongue, picked up a lanyard strung with hundreds of little gold keys. “I’m headin’ out — 
I’ll give you a ride. No problem.”  
 The smile he wore was something I’d seen on his face before, a smile for when 
kids on the team fell and he’d bandage their knees on the trail, talking to them quietly, to 
distract them until the paramedics arrived. It looked like shit you’d see on a Mom in a 
cereal commercial.  
 “No, sir, I think I’ll just wait. Thank you, though.” 
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 “Alright, well.” Gleeson coughed. “You had a good season, Carson. You better 
keep your running up. We’ll get those bastards next year.”  
 When he passed me, with his worn leather bag, and clattering key ring, I smelled 
his soap, Irish Spring, that he used to wash his hair and his skin, all of it. It was, I think, 
the closest I ever got to him, and as he passed he clapped me on the back, hard, and when 
Dad showed up twenty minutes later, my shoulder was still aching. 
 He barely said anything when I got in the car; we knew without having to say 
much what our destination was. Brickhouse pizza, the bronze medal winner for non-chain 
place in town. We split a whole extra large Deluxe between us, because I was a runner 
and Dad liked to use my athletic hunger as an excuse to nosh. 
 Dad had this habit of scrunching up napkins and hoarding them as he ate, so by 
the end of any given meal he would amass a little nation of them. I remember Ma always 
used to pick up his plate and pile all those stupid, used napkins on top of it, and then 
dump the plate, napkins and all, into the already wet sink. Those fucking paper napkins 
would just dissolve to pulp, which drove me crazy, because I was the resident dish 
washer.  
 “How Is Your Mother Doing?” he asked. His watch was too big for his wrist and 
so jingled a bit as he reached for his diet Pepsi. He coughed again, real this time. 
 “She’s spectacular.”  
 “And, you’re still running track?” 
 “I do cross country, Dad. I run cross country.”  
 “Mmm. Right.”  
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 My hand clenched my root beer. I couldn’t help but wish that the cup was glass, 
and not plastic, so that I could shatter it in my hand, and a shard of glass or two could 
maybe hit him in the face, not in the eye, not enough to cause permanent damage, but just 
enough to get him to look in my direction. But it was plastic. And, in those days, my Dad 
had evolved beyond the 9-5 work day, and so, when his Blackberry rang, he sighed, as if 
decompressing something, and didn’t even have the curtesy to say, sorry kiddo, before 
picking up the phone and yapping for a good thirty minutes, so loud that everyone in the 
restaurant stared. To their credit, they eventually went back to their own lives, their own 
pizzas, but I was stuck, staring at my Dad’s maw as he alternated between fennel-y bites 
of pizza and business speak.  
 His actual apartment was microscopic, but the complex had a gym, and even 
though I hate treadmills, I ran a full 15 miles on one just to avoid being upstairs on the 
pull out couch. I ran slow, making sure my form was good, and, staring at the scuffed 
white wall ahead of me, I thought about Mark Gleeson. My lungs started to burn about 
mile 12, and as I pushed through it, grunting, my knees started to click-click-click, which 
was a bad sign, and probably mostly the treadmill’s fault. I turned up the speed, my mind 
racing, turning over itself, and Mark’s voice in my head, his nasally voice going: PUSH 
PUSH PUSH PUSH, the clap of his hand against my shoulder, and the way he looked 
that afternoon.  
 The Monday after I came back from Dad’s, it became quickly apparent that havoc 
had fucked the house, fucked the kitchen, fucked the toilets and the sinks. Ma hadn’t left 
the couch, which wasn’t unusual. She slept, a sandbag on our ugly plaid couch. Three 
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empty two-liter bottles of Schweppes Ginger Ale stood as witnesses on our coffee table. I 
dropped my backpack and sat at the end of the couch, by Ma’s feet. I peeled the throw 
blanket away and lifted her legs into my lap and rubbed her feet, like she used to do for 
me, when I first started running in middle school. Dad wouldn’t get me new shoes and so 
I kept getting these terrible cramps, and I would wake me in the middle of the night, 
screaming. I would scream and scream and scream, still asleep — and I wouldn’t even 
realize until Ma would shake me awake. Every time, she’d stop and rub my arches, 
humming. So, I rubbed her feet, and she only just stirred, just barely, and the television 
was on and on low low volume.  
 “Ern,” she said, “Ern, you know who called? That running coach of yours. He 
wanted to make sure you got home okay. What a nice, nice man.” 
# 
 Quietly, without saying anything to anyone on the team, or the faculty, or even to 
me, Mark Gleeson listed his family home for sale. $350,000. A family from Lowell 
bought it, and this family, a nice family, the Sengs, with two girls who would someday 
run track, they’d paint the house a placid blue, and Mr. and Mrs. Seng would do it 
themselves, scraping away the brown that had been there since Gleeson was born, and 
sometimes I jogged by that summer, and I’d see them, sweating and scraping paint while 
their girls ran through the sprinkler on the lawn.  
 And, also, quietly: Gleeson had applied for a job at Durango High, and you know 
what? That crazy bastard got it. He got that goddamned job because they were desperate 
for qualified teachers who would take pennies on the dollar for pay, and you know what, 
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also? They didn’t have a track coach. Can you imagine? It was just his luck, wasn’t it, 
and so he packed some things into his car one Saturday, and he threw everything else 
away, and he drove all across the country thinking, holy shit, Neil Cole will be there to 
open the door.  
 I knew this because one morning I got an e-mail that just said: ‘see you 
tomorrow.’ Summer had just started and I had slept all day. When I realized, when I put it 
all together, I thought about him pulling up at Durango’s Family Dining, looking inside 
what I imagined was a streetcar diner, and seeing the floating heads of waitresses inside, 
and wondering where Neil’s house was, when I had said it was just there. I imagine him 
double checking the e-mail I had sent him, which, I imagined, he had printed out along 
with pages and pages of Mapquest directions. Sometimes, even now, I imagine that I 
could have gotten to him sooner: I could run to his house, full speed, I could have peered 
in his windows, not seeing him at first, so close to those windows that I could press my 
face to the glass, desperate to see him inside, for him to see me and open the door, for 
him to say, Carson, and then know that it was me, all along, that it was me, and we’d 
laugh about that year, when I was Neil Cole, and when we ran, every day, that bridge 
across Route 3, and wasn’t it, funny, after all that time, after years and years, and years, 
and I can’t help but imagine Coach Gleeson still in his house, waiting for me to tell him 
‘hello,’ rather than sitting alone, on that dirt road in Durango, Colorado, waiting for Neil 
Cole, and if only Gleeson had pushed just that much further, he would have known that 
Neil Cole died in a car accident in 1998, and it is probable and even likely that didn’t feel 
that way about him, not even a little or at all.  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It Can’t Be Done 
Odd to say it, but: you stick your head in a bucket of ice water, and the first 
thought that comes to you is not an immediate, “I can’t breath,” but something more like, 
“alright, there it is.” Then, really, it’s more about the pain. Ice water burns. And the 
longer you’re in it, and the more you thrash, your hands cutting against the thin metal of a 
cheap bucket that somebody bought, years ago, probably from the dollar store, you think, 
you know, maybe it’d be better to be dead. 
 I was surprised at all of this, my first time playing “Head in a Bucket.” I was 19. I 
had grown up in a cold weather place, sure, but far away from any body of water where I 
might have experienced this sort of thing, this feeling, like Jimmy Stewart in It’s a 
Wonderful Life. I could have become deaf, and I could have been a child, somehow still 
able to hold down a job at a pharmacy —  but I was not, I was me, doing this stupid head-
in-a-bucket-bit for, would you believe it, my improv troupe. And would you believe it: I 
also did this in front of a crowd of people.  
It was a right of passage for all members of The Four Year Institution, the improv 
troupe I had only just begun to be a part of. Lots of things about this had red flags, but 
you know what they say about rose colored glasses, all the red flags you pass end up just 
looking like flags.  
Henry was the first to describe the game as a right of passage. It was funny. 
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Really, it was one of those ridiculous, dangerous improv games that college troupes love 
to do for small audiences, drunk. And really, if we’re being honest here, I knew that the 
risk was never really worth the reward. But Henry liked this game. He loved it. It was his 
favorite, especially when the new recruit did it. So, my first night performing with Four 
Year, in front of a crowd of thirty people, I stuck my head in a bucket of ice water, and I 
waited to run out of breath. When I was out, completely out of air, I would slap my hand 
hard against the black, painted surface of the stage. A troupe member would grace me 
with their hand on my shoulder, and I would be free to get out of the bucket and get into 
whatever scene had progressed while I was doing my duty, drowning.  
When the salvation hand came, Henry’s, I whipped my head out and sucked air 
into my lungs, greedy, the water on my face, in my hair, my hair in my mouth — all so 
fucking cold. Water, I’m sure, was everywhere. And of course: the crowd laughed. They 
always do.  
 Henry dropped to his knees to refill the bucket with his long soft hair, then his 
ears, his face, all the way to the neck. I remember: he went in gingerly, and I watched as 
the collar of his ugly green t-shirt became sopping. Everything was ringing, and my teeth 
felt strapped together. Later, somebody freed Henry from the bucket, while I made the 
people laugh. Soon the game would be finished, and I would wrap my head in the warm 
towel my best friend, Shae, had brought for me. She had even paid a quarter to run it 
through the dryer in our dorm, so it’d be as warm as possible when it hit my head. And 
really, I knew Henry liked me by the end of that first night: other people hadn’t been as 
lucky, but I only ever had to put my head in there once. I wish that Shae had said 
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something else to me, after that show, when she draped the towel over my neck and 
pulled it over my hair. She got on her tip toes, kissed my nose. 
“I’m so proud of you,” she had said. “You were so funny!”  
This is the sort of thing that people remember forever, because it’s just so strange 
when it happens: Henry had run over too and kissed me on both my cheeks, pushing past 
Shae while she laughed, giddy. He said it sort of differently, but in essence, it was the 
same: 
“Fuck, Risa! My god, hysterical! I’m proud to say you’ll be one of us yet.” 
It is not funny ha-ha that in retrospect, really, Four Year was not the sort of group 
Shae would find funny at all. Save me, it was an all male group. Save Henry, it was all 
white. Nobody on that stage said anything to anyone remotely PC, and we weren’t 
funnier for it.  
And you know, the only reason I had gotten into Four Year at all is because, a few 
weeks before the end of our Freshman year, Shae had sat me down over bagels and told 
me she was worried. I didn’t do anything, she complained, sucking on her chai tea. I had 
to find something to fill up my time. Sunday morning bagels were a sort of ritual for us; I 
got the Honey Whole Wheat and she got the Everything, and we split them up, half and 
half, and recounted our evenings to each other. 
But the night before, I had stayed in, and so I had nothing to say when Shae asked 
me where I had been. Nothing nefarious. I had been in the library, reading for whatever 
final, making use of public computers because I didn’t have one of my own, and, when it 
got really late, I had a cigarette out back. I listened as drunk kids hooted and wandered 
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past the library’s dumpster, and I wondered who Shae had gone out with; she always 
found someone to go out with, though she didn’t drink — she just had to dance. 
And while I didn’t go out in the evenings, Shae was wrong. There were a lot of 
things that filled up my time. I worked most evenings and afternoons on campus at the 
Convenience Store, and I was in the habit of taking an extra class per semester, in the 
hopes of avoiding a fourth year of loans. Shae was, on the other hand, borderline busy 
with ‘everything but the.’ A cappella, volunteer work, J-Street. 
“It’s whatever. I’m here to get a degree, not Find Myself.” 
Shae had frowned at that, batting the chai tea between her hands. Behind her, the 
milk frother on the espresso machine shouted. My coffee, black, was starting to cool.  
“Obviously we’re here for a degree, Risa,” Shae said. “But it’s four full years of 
your life. Don’t you want to do more than sell stoners candy bars at two in the morning?”  
“I go to your a cappella shows, don’t I?” I said. 
“Like I said, binch,” She said, her thin eyebrows raised. “Four years.”  
That weekend, she took me to see Four Year. And she watched me all night: I 
could feel her eyes sparkle whenever I laughed. Recalling now, and even when I recalled 
this to people at the time, it’s funny, I could really not place Henry in that crowd. My first 
impression of him was nothing. I did have fun at the show, I laughed, but what actually 
mattered to me about that evening was what Shae said to me as we strolled out under the 
beautiful, pink trees by the theater exit, you know, the ones that stink like shit, Shae said 
that that was what she noticed first about me. That I was funny. And that, above all, was 
what got me in that audition room the following fall, was what got my head in the bucket, 
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and then, of course. Why we’re here.  
# 
To understand what follows, you have to understand me and Henry.  
Though there were only four of us in the troupe all together, after that first 
performance, Henry and I began fucking almost immediately, ruthlessly. In all of the big 
world, of all of the students at our school, it Just So Happened that Henry came from the 
same city me, from the same shitty part of town. My mom taught high school English a 
town over, so I went there instead of Lowell High, and so Henry and I had never met. 
While we reminisced about the best places at home to get cheap Cambodian, I was busy 
falling in love with him, and he was busy making me cum so hard I would often cry.  
Good things about someone you love/hate are hard in retrospect. I can tell you 
that Henry brushed his teeth, and that was a rarity in the comedy community at the time. 
Weekdays, he played intramural baseball, and he had a lean, smart body. That would 
change. His hair was certainly too long then, black and curly, though by the time things 
ended, he had begun to bald. I usually let him pick the music, because I cared about 
music, and I thought that’d be a great way to gauge his tastes. He often picked Van 
Morrison, and he preferred “Brown Eyed Girl,” to “Into the Mystic,” and I thought, oh, 
okay, this isn’t necessarily a bad sign, not a great one, either, but still. Turned out it was a 
song his Mom liked to listen to. If left to his own devices, Henry didn’t really listen to 
any music at all, which I guess should have clued me in to the fact that he would end up 
being a ditch that I would shovel year after year of my life into. 
 He walked around like a goddamned star, and had a bad habit of not wearing any 
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shoes on stage, even though everyone knows that leftover stuff, like nails and slivers of 
wood, are always lurking on stage floors. But he quieted down a lot after college. I tell 
myself and other people this, like I’m some sort of talisman. Yes, he did lots of things 
then, but it’s true now that he sometimes wakes up before me just to make sure I have 
coffee. He quit drinking anything but beer, and stopped bringing it everywhere with him, 
stopped sitting up all night because it kept him from sleeping. When we were in school 
he used to carry a six pack around with him at all times. People change, I’d say, with an 
advertiser’s smile. People change! It was a chant that, while we were still friends, I used 
to sing to Shae. He had young guy habits. Soon, they’d melt away.   
As a little boy, Henry slept walk. Sometimes they’d find him in the yard, or sitting 
on the couch, without having any memory as to how he’d gotten there. He had, perhaps, 
primed me by telling me this story on our first or second date. It was an anecdote he’d 
throw out at parties, meant for Funny-Ha-Ha. It was actually the truth. His mother said 
so. When I met her, I asked her about it; she was a sweet lady. Together, we were putting 
dinner together, and I asked her if it was true if Henry slept walk. When he was a boy, she 
said, all the time. He used to play basketball, but we got rid of the hoop. 
Henry liked to break his eggs straight into the pan when he went to make 
scrambled eggs, and I hated it, the first time I saw him do it, I hated it immediately. The 
fact that he always turned his nose up at my scrambled eggs, which, and I say this 
completely honestly, may be some of the best in the world. I use cream, butter, cheese. I 
cook them slow, so they’re creamy. Often, there are fresh herbs involved. If you don’t 
salivate at that, you’re a monster.  
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Oh, and also, he had horrible Facebook habits. Nobody worth noticing posts on 
Facebook, and in fact, I once screamed this to him, I said: “Nobody worth noticing feels 
this extreme of a need to post on Facebook.” 
But Henry: he didn’t grow up in a loud house. He grew up in a house calm, so 
calm, that you could hear the clock ticking in one part of it from another. His parents 
covered their mouths when they laughed. So, adult guy habit: he was patient with me, my 
yelling. He would kiss the crown of my head. He never not once in his whole life or 
mine, said a mean word to me. Henry and I, after meeting in FourYear, were together for 
three years. And this, all of this, is maybe to say you that there was a reason for me to 
stick around, and soon enough you’ll know why it will never, ever be quite enough. 
Because you know: when I was 10 years old, my neighbor Max pulled down my 
pants. In the filtered light behind his father’s tool shed, nestled on top of a pile of mulch. 
He was 12, and I still remember the way he asked, you ever kissed a dick before? And 
after, when I walked home, it felt like I could never wipe all the mulch away. Shae was 
the first person I told about this, our Freshman year, and when the words came out of her 
mouth: rape, somebody opened a door inside me, a humungous door that I hadn’t 
realized that had been bolted shut, and I began to cry, to babble. She had put her arms 
around me, her small hands, her mouth on my shoulder — chapped lips, teeth straight 
without the need for braces, and I could feel her vibrate there as she said to me, she said: 
Never, in a million years, was it ever your fault.  
# 
When I was getting ready for my first date with Henry, putting on make up, 
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shifting my shoulders to make sure the loose straps of my cami didn’t tumble, Shae 
watched. We had a suite by then; a two bedroom door that had its own common room and 
bathroom. 
“I’m not really fond of Henry,” she said. She liked words like that, fond, like 
characters in old movies. When Henry and I made fun of her, we used a mock Mid-
Atlantic accent. I’m not quite ready for tea, tonight, deauh, maybe another occaishunn, 
mmm?  
“Kay,” I said. I was sure she was jealous. “I do.” 
“I mean, what, you have sex after you get drunk? Is that a real relationship?” 
“We see each other all the time at practice.”  
“Oh, yes, all the time. Once a week. All the time!” 
The ‘practice’ time, a three hour block where FYI’d play improv games in the 
lobby of an abandoned administrative building, was grating on Shae. Freshman year, 
Saturdays were our day. We’d ride the free shuttle into Boston, and we’d get tea in this 
fancy place on Newbury street and watch the people shuffle around. Shae missed the 
time, felt like we didn’t see each other enough, but we lived together. I thought we were 
making do. 
“This is a date,” I said. “He asked me for a date. We’re gonna hit up that nice 
Cuban tapas place.” 
“If it’s off campus, it must be serious.”  
I glared at her through the bathroom mirror. She turned me around, took the blush 
and brush from my hand. Using her finger tips, she rubbed the blush onto my cheeks.  
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“I’m sorry Risa.” She said. Her eyes were so green. “You know I just want you to 
be okay.”  
I beamed at her. My cheeks were flush, and I felt gorgeous, triumphant. Later, I’d 
notice that the blush was spotty, poorly applied by her fingertips.  
“Ah, lady,” I said. “I can take care of myself.”  
Of course, she was right to be worried. This was October, and outside, the leaves 
were turning golden, and when I found Henry at the steps of his place, it was cold enough 
that, when he let out a big, smiley breath, I could see the vapor of it in the air. It’s funny 
how we remember things differently when things finish, and I remember that, before I 
left, Shae had kissed me on the cheek and handed me a pair of her hand beaded earrings. I 
lost one in the backseat of my Camry that night, as Henry fumbled at my ear with his 
tongue. Years later, when I junked the car, I found it beneath the seat. Some of the beads 
had come off, but it was still blue, and dangling and beautiful. And I thought about Shae, 
and, remembering that night and what would come later, the feeling that came to my gut 
was a big, and bloated one. A feeling I live with all the time now. I was so overwhelmed 
then I had to sit down, the earring cupped in my hand. Now I can do dishes with it, can 
power through it to get downstairs to my mailbox, can even settle in to a full shower with 
it, though not, to be fair, a very long one. But in that moment, I was sort of new to the 
feeling— and when the guilt came up at me, and I sat bone-still on the car’s soft carpet 
seat, while Henry, then still my boyfriend, rummaged through the glove compartment, I 
had the very simple thought: Oh, Jesus, I wish I was dead.  
# 
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 That year, the only time Shae and I got high together, we turned off all the 
lights. She was paranoid, had never smoked before, and was all too aware of the huge, 
grainy window that made up one wall of her bedroom. The weed, of course, was Henry’s, 
because we were sophomores then. We had just moved into our new suite. Just the two of 
us. The heater gasped and sputtered, sucking all the moisture out of the air. I was so 
fucked up, I could barely focus, but she kept grabbing my arm, scraping at it with her 
hand. Barely scraping, really. Her fingers were more soft buds than claws; she 
obsessively  gnawed at her nails until the beds were pink, puffy and absolutely harmless. 
They felt nice, her fingers; we had a sort of romance in our friendship, me and her tiny 
hands. When things were good, her nails were longer, healthy. 
 The blinds are not enough, she said, almost begging. They’ll know, they’ll know. 
I told her to get on the ground, that I would turn off the lights. 
Please, Shae, don’t worry. I said, stroking the small of her back, kissing the top of 
her hair, thick and dark brown. In the dark, her breathing, the hissing of the heater. Every 
time I breathed my throat felt like a skinned knee — I had only just started smoking. In 
high school, I had very proudly cultivated a prude-y vibe, a vibe which completely 
disintegrated as soon as I got to college. The room smelled like dollar store dryer sheets, 
which I didn’t add to my laundry and only began to acquire for sploofs. I got on the floor, 
the carpet against my belly. Shae reached for my hand, squeezed.  
I got you, Shae, I lied. I got you. You’re safe. 
# 
“We’re very different,” Shae said to me once. We were splitting a box of Ak-Mak 
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crackers and a jar of TJ’s unsalted crunchy peanut butter in our common room. It was 
funny; there were big windows in our bedrooms, but the common room only had one 
small one, and the walls, which we did our best with covering themwith cheap posters 
and drawings, were painted concrete blocks. Though we had folding chairs, mostly, we 
liked to sit on the floor, on these big stupid floor pillows Shae had brought on the plane 
with her from Colorado.  
“And does that bug you?” I asked. “Like, in a meaningful way?” 
She loved to draw out the suspense when answering questions. A dramatic pause, 
like the plays I used to read obsessively. I was in the habit of buying used copies of plays 
from the fifty cent bin at the local used bookstore for some fun reading. I loved the stage 
used copies, blocking notes crammed in between dialogue: two sharp lines for beats. 
Mostly I liked their soft paper covers and the fact that I could cram three or four in my 
backpack without changing its weight much.  
“Not really,” she said, finally landing. She had recently stopped shaving her legs, 
and she stretched back on my bed, resting her legs against mine, her hairs were prickling, 
not yet soft.  
Shae was coming around to Henry. I told myself this lie a lot. She was always 
coming around, on the verge of it. I included her on dates, on inside jokes. But I kept all 
our time, Shae’s and mine, sacred. Our pre-party snack sessions, where we would 
(ideally) protect our gut from all the cheap Burnette’s vodka we’d soon subject it to, were 
the highlight of the week. Sometimes, Shae would quietly play her guitar and sing for me. 
She wasn’t very good at guitar, but she liked to play, and I liked when, halfway through 
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playing, she’d stop to course correct her intonation mistakes, and hum to herself. Her 
fingers were so small they would have look more at home on a violin. And in fact, she 
was so small herself that the guitar looked hilariously huge in her lap. Stickers from 
finished fruit wallpapered the back of the guitar. Apples, bananas. Shae was always 
snacking on some sort of hand fruit; they gave them out free at the dining halls.  
Mostly, at the parties I brought her to, she ignored him.  
The first party, he had poured us both a drink, big drinks, sugary bullshit in a solo 
cup. The party was at his house, and there were string lights everywhere, dishes still in 
the sink. Shae complained about that later, you know people are coming over, why not just 
tidy, even a little? That sort of thing drove her crazy. He kept us in the kitchen awhile, 
making me laugh, while Shae’s eyes glazed. She didn’t know anybody else at the party 
and stayed at my side. Henry was so handsome that night, in his element, white t-shirt too 
tight on the shoulders, a smattering of tan freckles under his eyes. Freshman year, Shae 
hadn’t been with anybody, not really, although I had occasionally had sex with a guy in 
my Econ 101 class, usually right before the tests, when we’d meet up to study and then, 
overwhelmed, collapse at each other. I wanted Henry, badly, and I suspected he wanted 
me too — he’d find excuses to touch me while we played games, tapping people out so 
he could tap himself in, curl around me and create new situations, situations where we 
were snails and shells, car and driver, newspaper boy and newspaper. Silly things but 
every time he touched me I bloomed.  
After about an hour of Shae’s silent watch, I left the two of them to go to the 
bathroom. 
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“I’ll go with you!” She said, excited. 
“No, lady, it’s fine.” I pointed to the bathroom door, which was across from us. 
“I’ll be right back.”  
When I returned, Henry was whispering something in Shae’s ear. She held her 
cup, still mostly full, in both her hands. She was wearing what she usually wore to 
parties, leggings, so she could dance, heavy black boots, some sort of low cut top she’d 
borrow from me. She was lazer focused at something happening on the floor. Maybe a 
crumb. And I stood in the doorway, my heart sinking, no, no, no, it was true, Shae was 
prettier than me, in the right light, and I had only been gone a minute, but when Henry 
saw me, he snapped up and grinned.  
“Howdy, Risa,” he said. “We were just talking about you!” 
Later, walking home from the party, cross-armed, Shae said to me: 
“I don’t like that guy. I don’t like that guy one bit.”  
# 
It happened in January. Henry was mostly staying in our suite, mostly because of 
snow. It was a Saturday. Henry left my bedroom. He crept across the hall into the bigger 
bedroom, which was Shae’s, and touched her her while she slept. I’m sorry, he said to 
her. She had woken up moaning, his fingers inside her, but when her eyes opened, she 
said later to me, confused, she pushed him away.  
I’m sorry, he said. I thought you were Risa. But how could he have? He walked 
out of my bed, and across the hall. He opened the door and chose to put himself there. 
And, also, who wouldn’t have known the difference, her room smelling a little of 
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patchouli, a little of the lavender infused oil she would sometimes rub at the back of her 
neck before bed. My room was always gross, smelly tea bags left to rot in old mugs, 
brown coffee rings staining my standard-issue college desk.  
I woke up because it was cold and he hadn’t bothered to return the corner of 
blanket that, as he turned out of bed, had lifted up and off of me.  
“Henry?” I called in the dark. It wasn’t unusual for him to get up in the night to 
go to the bathroom. But across the hall, in Shae’s room: voices. I remember thinking: 
maybe Shae wasn’t feeling well, maybe she needed his help. When Henry wasn’t here, 
sometimes Shae would knock on the door if she was having trouble sleeping. Often she 
was having trouble sleeping.  
I took the time to put on a pair of socks, and pull a sweater over the thin, holey t-
shirt I liked the wear to bed.  
“Hey,” I called into the hallway. Shae’s door was open a crack. I could hear 
Shae’s voiceand I pushed the door open the rest of the way.   
# 
The summer before, I stayed two weeks with Shae’s family in Colorado, watching 
the sun outside while Shae ate watermelon and painted her toenails. Femininity she liked 
to say, Should only be owned where you want it. And where she wanted it was on her 
toes, fine little things she’d slip graciously into Birkenstock sandals.  
Her mother was a beautiful rich hippy, the kind who curated the look. She had all 
sorts of ear piercings and cropped grey hair that looked more like an ashy, sun-kissed 
blonde. Her father worked a lot, and probably I only saw him at dinner time (and even 
116
then, only sometimes) but whenever he came in the door, he’d say, “My Girls!” and, I 
have to admit, even though I knew he said that when I wasn’t there, I couldn’t help but 
feel like he was talking about me, too. 
My last day there, Shae told me they wanted to take me on a short hike. I was 
drinking coffee in the kitchen, snacking on one of the pastries Shae’s mom had picked up 
that morning from the Japanese bakery up the street.  
“I don’t have shoes for that,” I said. She looked puzzled, sliced her pastry in half, 
crushing it. Buttery brown flakes fluttered from her plate to the tile. 
“You can borrow a pair! I’m sure your feet aren’t much bigger than Mom’s.”  
“Kay,” I said. And followed her to her mother’s bedroom, where she jammed me 
into a pair of heavy brown lace ups.  
“There,” Shae said. Her own feet were so small I was surprised that her mother’s 
even came close to mine. 
We got into her mom’s car and she drove us up and up, into the mountains. I don’t 
think I had ever seen so much green, and the picture that Shae’s mom took of us, smiling 
in a huge field of yellow flowers and crisp blue sky, sat, out of a frame, on my bedside 
table for most of the following year. When I picture it now, I imagine that you can see the 
blood on my white socks at the ankles, were the too-tight boots had started to grate.  
# 
 Only, Shae said, when he woke me up and said I’m sorry, his fingers kept 
pushing, reaching, and it was terrible, Shae said. Like being abducted by aliens. All 
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together, we had watched a movie the week before, a terrible one, and aliens had poked 
and prodded, and when she said that, I remember thinking about the night we watched it, 
me, her and Henry, curled up on the couch. Henry had a habit of brushing the hair at the 
back of my neck in little circles, and sometimes it made me sleepy but here, that night, I 
had been alive the whole time, fingers greasy with popcorn, laughing with Shae, mouths 
open, our favorite thing in the world a terrible movie.  
But when she told me her side, she was crying. Confused, her eyes red, she 
clutched at my arm. Please, Risa, she said. But I had walked in. I had walked in and saw 
her moaning, heard him say, I’m sorry, I’m sorry I thought you were Risa, and his hand 
was under her blanket: a quilt her mother had made from old Model UN conference t-
shirts. It had been so cold when he got out of bed, I went to get up and pull him back 
from the common area, the rub his back like I knew he liked when he had trouble 
sleeping. 
I said, “Get the fuck out,” and Henry barely looked at me as he shuffled past, his 
dick hard, brushing against my side as he squeezed past me in the door frame.  
The door to my room shut. Shae was staring at the floor.  
“How long?” I asked. 
She shook her head. She was still staring, her eyes wide open. Her lips began to 
move. I learned this move later: it is called grounding. I don’t what she was counting, if it 
was the number of tiles, the number of crumpled post-it notes wedged between the fibers 
of her thick shag carpet, or if she was listing U.S. Presidents. I was so angry, I only saw 
her silence.  
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“Is he still here?” She said, eventually.  
“How could you do this?” I was ignoring her. Someone was carving off the 
outside of my body. I wanted to throw up on her carpet. “What the fuck, how could you 
do this? I can’t believe it. You fucking hate him.”  
“Yes,” she said. Her voice was a thin line. “Yes.” 
When I left her room, I went to Henry. I found him on the bed, his head in his 
hands.  
“Well,” he said. A tone he sometimes took in Four Year if someone critiqued his 
performance. “Well. Let’s get it over with. You’re gonna break up with me over some 
fucking sleepwalking, all this is over. I’m kicked to the curb. Fuck, Risa. Don’t you know 
I love you?” 
It was the first time he said it. 
# 
The last thing Shae said to me was this: “I’m sorry to leave you in such a toxic 
place.” I was in the shower when she said it. Often, we’d use our shared bathroom 
together, multi-tasking in the tiny, frequently grimy space. We both knew what the other 
looked like naked, and as I finished my shower and stepped out, I noticed her slumped 
forward on the toilet, nails chewed to the point of bleeding. I didn’t hear her come in. Her 
back, for whatever reason, looked like it belonged to a powerlifter rather than a pretty, 
often rail-like lady. As she said it, she was crying, and I remember thinking: Oh god, just 
look at her. She’s just so fucking ugly. She wasn’t going to go to the University about it, 
she said, and I just looked at her, and said, Good, because really, what else was there to 
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say? 
I’m sorry, she said to me, and all I could think: how ugly her back was, how tired 
I was of this lie, how ready for her to leave I was. 
# 
He always told jokes when I was grumpy, because he couldn’t stand it, 
sometimes, he’d offer them up in the silence to check how I was feeling; Risa, what did 
the Pastor say to the lobster? Risa, did you hear the one — and even at the end of the 
night, when we’d untuck ourselves from each other, he’d always smile so big, so wide, 
and in that smile maybe I’d lie to myself and tell myself that, truly, this was it, and truly, 
all things could be forgotten, and you know, before you know it you’re 26 and working 
full time at a a part time job, and this guy is the guy you’ve been with. But whatever; 
there’s no point in arguing or pretending that I ended things when I should have. 
# 
Shae had blocked me on Facebook years ago, and any google searches of her 
brought me nothing — she either did a very excellent job of staying off the grid or, she 
hadn’t done anything in life she had set out to do, and somehow that idea was worse, that 
I had damaged her so specifically that she had folded over. I imagined her in her parent’s 
apartment. I imagined her shuffling from room to room sniffing quietly. I imagined her 
fucking busted, really, and all the other times I had googled her before this moment that 
had brought me a feeling closer to pride. I was okay. I had been fine. That afternoon, 
when I found her earring in my car seat, Henry poured a bottle of water over his head. It 
was hot, and the seats were sticky leather. The car was being sold for scrap, the money to 
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a car we were supposed to split. A move to LA.  I watched the water down his face, and I 
wondered: was this worth it? And the answer, of course, was no.  
# 
 There was another game we used to play, in Four Year. We’d do a scene, then 
re-do it for our audience in half the time, then in one minute, then, finally, in thirty 
seconds. Between every re-do, the audience would shout at us. I’d say, “Now, we’ll do 
that scene in just ONE MINUTE,” and they’d shout, with glee: “IT CAN’T BE DONE!” 
but of course, it could be. The goal was just to find the funniest parts of what was done 
before, and repeat them in fast voices. Henry was particularly good at this game - he’d 
always zero-in on the exact right moment to repeat, and the crowd would be delighted, 
every time the scene moved, it was always spot on and somehow funnier than before.  
I remember loving Henry so much when he did this, and for the bulk of that year, 
I remember looking out at the audience, to the front row, where Shae was sitting. She was 
looking too, rapt. Encased in Henry’s charm, she’d open her mouth and laugh the most 
beautiful laugh. Her laugh would always bring the house down, a delightful, clean cackle 
that in of itself, brought others to her side, made people feel a certain kind of laugh-
FOMO. I loved to make her laugh, and there was a certain pride when, in our first show, 
Henry and I stepped up to play this game, her laugh hit me right where I needed it to. She 
was always good for that, just like I was good for that — showing up, front row, to all her 
a cappella performances. 
After I moved out of the dorm to crash with Henry in his big, dirty off-campus 
house, after I picked up heavier drinking, and got Cs on a slew of finals in classes where I 
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couldn’t afford it, after I learned how to recite the entirety of George Carlin’s Seven 
Words, I hardly saw Shae around campus. It was a small school but it was easy enough to 
avoid people. I remember once, though, we walked past each other. It was winter, and I 
was alone, which wasn’t common, sipping on a sugar free Red Bull, which was. She 
seemed to be on her way somewhere, mid-day, strutting through the student center, and I 
was huffing to the bathroom, and as she passed by me, she tilted her head, straightened 
her shoulders, and zoomed by. Lavender.  
We always did that game to end our set, but after Henry graduated, it became 
apparent that the rest of us maybe weren’t as good, and the enthusiasm for this game 
among our regular fans diminished, and maybe folks were just, by the end, vaguely 
‘saying’ “IT CAN’T BE DONE!” rather than shouting. We picked the wrong things to 
say, even when the original scene was funny, we’d be completely and totally out of touch 
with what the rest of the world was saying, what they were doing, what they expected — 
and we just made them live through our mistakes over and over and over.  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Inside, Sleeping  
 In that first apartment, on the street with the constant construction, Heather learns 
how to say: “the presence of cockroaches does not mean you are dirty, it just means 
you’re poor.” It means Heather spends a chunk of every morning sweeping up little 
brown bodies. Entombing them together at the bottom of a fresh trash bag.  
 For months, Heather gets up with Matt, if only to follow him to the door, but 
eventually she stays behind in bed, draped beneath the jersey sheets like some sort of 
luxuriating duchess. She takes surveys online to generate income, any income at all, but 
she could count the total number of dollars she earns on her hands, and after weeks of 
this, she comes to realize that her time may actually have some value, and that value 
might amount to more than ten cents per hour. The cockroaches hiss at Heather from the 
couch. She watches Forensic Files, and doesn’t hear back from any of the job she’s 
applied to.  
 Their one bedroom apartment is shaped like a “U.” The electric stove surges if 
you try to use more than one burner. The air conditioner leaks water onto the floor, and 
all of everything is tilted and painted beige. They pay extra for a walk-in-closet, which is 
“large,” and houses Matt’s broken bicycle. She imagines a life where they have money 
and things worth storing. She suspects the family that lives next door uses their closet as 
123
a nursery; it’s big enough for that, if you leave the door open. They laugh often, passing 
phrases back and forth in English and Mandarin.  
 Sometimes she thinks their apartment must be bigger, with all the laughing bodies 
in and out, but she knows that it is not. All twelve apartments in this complex are the 
same, and rotting,  
though their sister building, across the way, is being remodeled. Management is already 
advertising to young, hip professionals.  
 She wishes she could talk to them, her neighbors, but mostly, to the old woman 
who sits on their shared porch in a green plastic lawn chair. When alone, the old woman 
tends the green plants the family shelter’s on the porch, manages a cooing, pillowy 
toddler. In the early evenings, when the toddler’s father comes home, still in a suit, he 
always greets the woman. Presumably: his mother. He takes the toddler from her lap, and 
the screen snaps shut, and soon after, snaps again, and he returns with two bright, blue 
cans of Bud Light. Every night: the clatter of the cans cracking open as the young man 
and his mother drink, recalling their days to each other with thin smiles, complaining of 
the sticky, summer heat. 
 This woman knows something that Heather doesn’t, though she has dedicated 
herself to coupon-ing and gallon freezer bags, which she fills with meat and vegetable 
scraps, in the hopes of being someone who might, someday, make a stock. The old 
woman wears those socks they give to hospital patients, the ones with the grip on the 
bottom. And Heather thinks, if only I could manage a sentence, if only I wasn’t so 
broken, I might ask her how her day is, the name of the baby. But no.  
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 In the evenings, Matt comes home from work, and she serves him dinner. He 
doesn’t know how to wear clothes. His shirts are always coming untucked from his pants. 
He wears casual socks with the nice leather loafers she shined for him from Goodwill. 
They eat, and he tells her about her day. His day is always different, but hers is always the 
same.  
 After dinner, sometimes during, Heather usually has a panic attack. Tonight, it is 
about the salad, which she has overdressed. The Kale has gone soggy. She loves Kale, 
because it is so cheap here and so expensive in other places. The Kale was a treat, she 
cries. This is something she learned from Matt’s mother, who, when presented with 
something as small as a scoop of vanilla ice cream, might exclaim “oh, what a treat!” And 
so Kale is a treat, and so Heather has ruined it, though the dressing was fine, and she had 
made it herself. All of it, she says, all of it is wasted.  
 When the attack is over, as usual, she comes to in the bathtub, curled around 
herself, pressing against the walls of it, attempting to feel enclosed. The apartment is 
small but it is not that small. She apologizes, apologizes, apologizes to Matt, who stands 
above her, desperate to help, wishing she was something that he could take apart, unplug, 
replug, and return to normal function. When her breathing becomes normal, he goes into 
their bedroom. She gets out of the tub and he shuts the door.  
 She gingerly houses their leftovers in stained ziplock tupperware, and stows them 
in his lunch bag. She hopes he will remember to take it tomorrow, though today he left it 
behind, along with the note she had written for him.When she had discovered his error, 
she ate the leftover pasta inside, stuffing herself before she had a chance to cry.  
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 When she comes to bed he is still awake, and he tells her as much. He just can’t 
understand it. He can’t understand why she’s so anxious all the time. Why can’t she 
accept that dinner can be just okay, and that he doesn’t mind if the Kale is a little soggy. 
But that’s not it, she’s not really anxious about dinner, she tries to say, she’s anxious 
about the apartment, how they’ve left stains on furniture that’s not theirs, how none of the 
widow’s lock, how far they are now from everyone they’ve ever known. And she’s 
anxious about time, too, how little of it she has and how much of it she has to spend 
jobless, unable to go back to school, but how much it still seems to stretch out before her 
like a run-on sentence, comma after comma, after comma, after comma.  
 On nights like this, Matt will start crying. He didn’t know. He’s just doing his 
best. Doesn’t she know that he loves her? When her body is in bed with him, he feels like 
he is home.  
 But she doesn’t stay, she gets up, and goes to the living room, where she gets 
down on the floor, with the cockroaches. They will make it through another year of this.  
 Heather doesn’t think of Matt often now but she does think of that first apartment; 
how sometimes at night from the floor she could make out the laughter of their neighbors, 
theirs a house full of love. The baby beginning to cry, and then, the voice of the old 
woman, and Heather would pretend, yes, she can admit this now, that she was with them, 
in their home. That they would open the door and know her, that the old woman would 
sing for them all. Though she could barely hear through the walls, listening was all she 
could do to get to sleep.  
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Notes on the State 
 The summer before we were married, I learned to pack well. It started then, it 
never stopped. I lived in four places that summer. My childhood home, my apartment, the 
home my husband shared with his then-wife, his father’s home in the country. In ways 
that were very apparent to lots of people on paper, I was a terrible person. But I was 
glowing in an aura created by thin, fine wine glasses, the stuffed summer wind, and a 
long, green meadow that was a backyard. My(!) backyard. In other words: I was lost, 
ecstatic, delighted, and cumming a lot.  
 I felt bad, and fresh, and like someone who could (and would!) host dinner 
parties. And this is how it started, the rest of my life. There was nothing sweet or 
considerate about it: 
 The evening was hot, a thousand degrees, and we were drinking on the porch, 
leaning back in Vermont, looking at the stars. I had never seen anything so beautiful, and 
even though I was drunk and burning up, sweating, I couldn’t help myself. I stood as 
close to him as humanly possible, and I said: “Is it okay that I’m standing so close to 
you?” I don’t remember what he said next. 
 But I remember that after a while he said something about us having chemistry. 
Chemistry! And I felt all at once, we were pouring ourself another drink, in fear of 
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whatever would come next, and the truth is, it was me. He wouldn’t have done anything 
if I hadn’t said, “If you made a move, I wouldn’t turn you away.” I couldn’t kiss him first. 
I was young then, only 23, and I didn’t yet know that I had a sort of mystic control over 
my husband, the sort of thing that could make him fall to his knees. It was only after, 
when he took my hand, lead me upstairs, and into my new life, that I could actually in all 
honesty be true to myself, and say, ah yeah. I guess this was what I was moving to all 
along.  
 In the spring leading up that night in Vermont, on a rare day off from my 
ridiculous day job, I had taken a train for forty-five minutes to wind up at the big, brown 
house my future husband shared with his wife. We spent that day together, playing house, 
getting drunk, but not doing anything specifically bad. I was just his friend, his younger 
friend, and he was just my friend, my older friend. The first time I met him I remember 
thinking that his grey hair really made him look much older than he was, which was 40. 
You don’t need to know how we met, only that it wasn’t seedy, and though it was work 
related, he was not my superior or in any way in any sort of control over my destiny. 
Anyway, a day off of mine was also a day off of his, and we decided to make friends.  
 On that spring day, the bushes outside, in their little garden, were beginning to 
bud white. I swear I could have spent all day out there. When his then-wife Virginia got 
home from work, she found the two of us in her kitchen, munching on stale crackers and 
tzatziki. She changed into a house dress from her bright orange suit, and joined us at the 
island. Happy to see me, her husband’s pretty artist friend, and downing glass after glass 
of wine to get to our level of buzz. She liked to talk about herself, I realized this right 
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away. I think perhaps she wasn’t sure what to do with me in a tangible way. I hadn’t come 
over to be malicious, to encroach on anything. I was mostly fascinated by these people, 
this couple I had found myself weirdly entangled up with, and when she came home she 
only added to the puzzle. She was older than my husband, perhaps 45, and her thick black 
hair had started to grey at the routes. She’d leave it that way, she didn’t care. She played 
the piano well, or, well enough — the kind of well that all rich kids get to be. That day, 
she played the piano, in her pink silk dress, the robe, slipping over her shoulder. I didn’t 
know if she looked elegant, or crazy. I’m not a fool, and I wasn’t then: I wondered deeply 
why she wasn’t more perturbed by my presence. It is true that I didn’t know what I 
wanted then, or, alright, let’s be honest: I was ignoring it — the feeling I got  when I saw 
my not-yet-husband was a melting, gorgeous lick of a thing, but I, as I said, was young 
and I didn’t realize that feeling made me dangerous, a barb. I was still under the 
impression that Virginia and my husband were The Adults, that I was very much The 
Child, just tagging along.  
 I remember looking at the art on the walls and wondering: what belongs to you, 
Virginia? What belongs to him? I imagined all the things that I liked about the house 
being hers, just to punish myself. Crystal vases, cases of wine, thin, modern dining chairs. 
When I went to throw away an empty box of digestives,  I looked at the collage of photos 
framed over the trash bin. Him, as he was when he was my age— dark eyes, arrogant 
smirk, jacket under his arm, and Virginia grinning, dressed to the 9s. She looked the 
same, really, only kind of muted, and already her hands had started to spot, too many 
vacations in the sun, and I imagined, when I went to the bathroom and saw her field of 
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skin care, that she had only started with all that when she noticed the thin little lines 
cropping around her eyes when she grinned. 
 All I wanted to be was alone in that house. I wanted to uncover all of its secrets, 
open all of its drawers, I wanted to peak at all the pill bottles that lay, discarded in gallon 
ziplock bags, at her corner of the bedroom. I wanted to catalogue all of their spices, all of 
their plates, all of the delicate wrapped things in their cheese drawer. My husband was 
unknowable to me then and I wanted everything I could have on him. I wanted him 
flayed and splayed out, his ribs like slim manilla folders, and I wanted to read every 
document, every thought, to gulp up every memory. I didn’t know then what I know now: 
there’s a thing about loving only young people that makes you spoiled. It makes it easy to 
assume that you can accumulate all there is to know about someone. But love someone, 
know someone older: they have lost memories, events, that you will never hold. Things 
will come up at dinner: “No, you never told me that,” “Of course I did.” When they tell 
stories of their childhood, they cannot remember the exact year. The exact moment. And 
in turn, they will let you tell the same 5 stories, because that is it, that is all the stories you 
contain, all the life you’ve lived before them, and you will become aware that you will 
spend the rest of your life discovering the person who has already read you and closed the 
book. 
 With divorce comes moving, and in hot haze of that summer, we headed back to 
the brown stone, my future husband and I, to gather his things. My husband was not 
allowed to keep much; Virginia was the one who came from money. We didn’t use 
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movers, because Virginia didn’t want us to. Carefully, we unearthed his things from hers. 
Some things, beautiful, thoughtless gifts were left behind: pats, pans, pairs of shoes. In 
the bedroom, while he went through the closet, I sat on the bed they shared: a ridiculous 
bed, too big, so big that my husband’s thin frame and mine would never be able to touch. 
To me, that was incomprehensible. To Virginia, that was a reason to purchase. I would 
like to be able to say that we didn’t have sex on that day, in Virginia’s humungous bed, 
with a fan weekly whirring over head, but of course, we did. And while I was bent over, I 
began to notice: all along the bedside table, all along the floor, scrunched tissues. I 
thought of her on that spring day, when I told her I was only 23. She looked at me, up and 
down, her lips pulled together. “Oh,” she had said, “Well little lovely, you’re an old soul.”   
 Later, that night, she would call, and I watched through the screen door of our 
summer home, as he listened to her on the lawn. She yelled. I couldn’t hear, but I already 
knew my husband well enough to notice the way he looked down, away at his shoes, 
when someone was raising their voice. Only: he was wearing no shoes, just his bare toes 
in the summer grass. She was upset, she didn’t want anything at home remind her of him; 
we were to return the following day, and peel all photographic evidence of my husband 
away. We took all the pictures out of frame, out of scrapbooks. They had been together 
for fifteen years. I didn’t feel anything looking at those pictures, I’ll tell you that — 
though I keep most of them in a shoebox in our basement. Sometimes, when my husband 
is at work, or on a call, and I’m supposed to be down there with the laundry, I’ll open the 
brown banker’s box and sift through the photos.  
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 There, him and Virginia at a Christmas party. He’s wearing a Christmas sweater; a 
pair of thick, wired glasses. She’s on his knee. You know, sometimes, when I pass 
mirrors, I practice smiling. I’ve tried it a million different ways; my face is a wide, sort of 
plate shaped thing, but if I tilt it just right, all you can see are my eyes, their lashes. No 
way I could pull off smiling with my teeth, like Virginia, in this tacky photo taken thirty 
years ago now, — her teeth are straight, shining. Mine, little teeth, stained by tap water. 
Truly, I wish there were ways to describe this face she makes in photos, which is frankly, 
a stupid face. And she had big teeth, perfect teeth, the sort of teeth used in dentist’s 
advertisements. And I know, I know, I know that there is no point thinking of her any 
more. Upstairs, my husband’s footsteps, less grand than the brownstone, less quiet. Me, 
in the musty basement, the photo worn at the edges, from were my fingers have touched. 
God, I think, what is she doing, out there in the world? Her house, half full of things, all 
that open space. I think of her shoes, all huddled by the door. I can’t tell you why I do 
this. Only that I do, only that I hold the terrible secret in me, that I was cruel enough to 
look at all of those tissues and think: poor woman, on top of all of this, she has a cold. 
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The Last Mystery on Earth 
i. 
That trip: the year their aunt Jujee got stationed in Hawaii, and their father, a man 
who had Not Taken a Vacation in Twenty Goddamned Years, decided that the time was 
right for a visit somewhere beautiful. 
Momma packed their bags delicately, thoughtfully, but also: almost immediately. 
As soon as the plan was made, she was already half-packed, half-gone. She was going to 
see her sister: her smart, globe-trotting sister. The smile on her face seemed irresistible. 
Even in the moments before the trip, when Mary or Loulou did something that warranted 
her patented “Look at you two, lord, God gives you what you can handle —” speech: 
Mary would, confused, watch as her brown eyebrows would release from their set, angry 
positions.  
“What is going on with Momma?” Mary asked Loulou. Loulou was reading 
something on her bed, something for school — The Scarlett Letter — and Mary was 
secretly (stealthily!) brushing the hair of her doll, Susannah, who had fallen on hard 
times. Several Christmas’ ago, she had been Loulou’s gift that year, and came with her 
hair braided, in a box. Loulou, of course, had promptly ripped her hair from all the braids, 
leaving the red hair puffed and knotted. When the doll was  re-gifted to Mary two 
Christmas’ later, it became a sort of daily obsession to see how many knots she could 
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untangle. When she was done, she would ask Momma to teach her how to braid. 
“I think she’s just excited to see Aunt Jujee.” Loulou looked over her book at 
Mary, frowned, then let the book rest on the bed. 
“Do you really think it’s true?”  
“What, that’s she’s excited?”   
“No, dummy,” Mary said. A knot at the back of Susannah’s head that had been 
troubling her for weeks was finally coming undone. “Do you think that she’s you know, a 
spy?”  
Loulou hid her face behind her book, and shrugged her shoulders.  
The suitcases, and all their warm weather gear, set up camp in the formal dining 
room they never used, a room packed tight with stuffy, formal dish ware and boxes full of 
the stuff that didn’t fit in Dad’s woodworking shed: shining brass handles, spare table 
legs, veneers he didn’t use often enough. Mary liked to do her homework in there; mostly 
so she wouldn’t have to deal with Loulou groaning endlessly about the sound Mary’s legs 
made when she kicked the desk ahead of her.  
There weren’t enough suitcases for all of them; Momma and Dad only had the 
big, turquoise monster they had gotten as a wedding gift. When they pulled it from the 
attic, Momma and Mary, one Sunday afternoon, the dust had sent Mary into such a 
coughing fit that Momma had to get Dad to carry her down the stairs into their bedroom, 
where she got to sit on the plush green bedspread, drinking water and feeling the soft 
warmth of her father’s heavy hand as he rubbed her back in circles.  
As for Mary and Loulou’s suitcases, they had to drive to Bangor for those. The 
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hope was that they’d be able to share, but Mary knew that was impossible. Loulou had 
just gotten her period for the first time, so she had to carry around these thick and awful 
padded things with her, things that smelt somehow both like flowers and also, like 
something rotted. When Mary had first saw her mother pull these out and offer them to 
Loulou, discretely, as Loulou helped unpack groceries, Mary had sneered.  
“Looks like the hag is on the rag!” Some boy had said this at school, and Mary 
repeated this to Loulou at every expense. Momma clicked her tongue against her teeth. 
You’re on notice, the click said. Watch it.  
Of course, five years from then, Loulou would say nothing to Mary when her own 
first period came. Instead: Mary awoke one morning to a box of pads beside her bed. Big 
sisters are better at some things. 
# 
The airport had no gates, only tarmac, and when they landed, they descended 
down a long flight of rickety steps, as if they were the first family. To get to Hawaii from 
Garland, they had driven first to Portland, then to Boston. Mary had never seen so many 
people all in one place, and all of the people dressed the same, with long hair and too-
tight pants. From Boston there were two flights, two more airports. All in all, it had been 
almost a full 24 hours of travel, and it seemed to Mary that only Loulou had survived it 
well. Dad smelled. Momma hadn’t been able to sleep on the plane, and perhaps hadn’t 
slept for about a week before the trip, and so would only appear to be listening. Often, 
she dropped sentences in the middle. Loulou, Marybear, did you remember ? To Bring. 
And Mary? Mary was really just really, really uncomfortable.  
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At the exact moment they exited the plane, a man barreled past them, and Dad 
muttered, “Jesus, chum,” like he always did when he was surprised, and the stairs 
tottered, and Mary almost buckled under the weight of her suitcase, which she “was tOo” 
old enough to carry, though there were no clothes in the suitcase, only the worn Nancy 
Drew novels she had checked out from the library, which, of course, were very heavy. 
Mary had just turned ten and was sweating heavy in the floral (wrinkled) cotton 
dress her mom had stuffed her into towards the end of the  plane ride. Cramped together 
in the smoke-filled, metallic bathroom, her mother had lifted her arms and jammed the 
itchy fabric unceremoniously over her head. Mary hadn’t said anything but in her head, 
she was mainting a long tally of the crimes against humanity her parents routinely 
committed against her. She was cramped, her legs sticky with sweat, her lips chapping, 
and on top of all else, she was wearing a terrible Sunday dress and ruffle socks, and 
Louise, goshdarnit, got to wear a pair of thin and delightfully blue shorts.  
They made it off the stairs. The island hadn’t really revealed itself yet. Anything 
could be waiting for them, but of course, it wasn’t anything: it was Jujee, right there on 
the tarmac. She waved in their direction from beneath a wide, straw hat. She wore a 
sheath dress that hid everything save her delightful, freckled arms. Her hair was long, 
pinned haphazardly; a dyed bleach blonde that had been and would be many other colors. 
In the hand that wasn’t waiving: a thick stack of flowered necklaces, laes. Mary had only 
known what they were because her friend Deacon had hosted a tiki-themed birthday party 
just the month before. The texture of the plastic had made her itch all over, and by the end 
of the party, the grass was littered with the torn purple flowers.  
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As soon as they hit the tarmac, Momma was off to the races, and Mary watched as 
her mother collapsed, joyously, into Jujee’s arms. Dad dropped their bags to the tarmac; 
the flowers Jujee carried were crushed under her palms, the petals buckling between her 
hand and Momma’s back, and Mary remembers the smell, bright and high, a thin line, 
and the way it felt as soon as it hit her nose, like, suddenly, all of this was real, her life 
was real, and verifiable, because she mattered to someone who mattered.  
Really, she remembered very little about the following few hours. Her aunt’s 
gleaming face, the big stupid car she came in and the driver that came with it, Leo, suited 
up despite the heat, dark sunglasses. The house they arrived at, of course, was awesome, 
and ridiculous.  
A big white facade, framed by palm trees, huge bushes of stinky pink flowers. 
The door was big, and wooden, and ornately carved. When they opened the door, you 
could see the ocean from a wall at the back made of tall, shining glass. And the ocean was 
so blue, and the trees were so, so green. Everything seemed clearer, all of the colors so 
bright. Mary had never seen anything like it, but best of all, despite the heat that seemed 
to radiate off everything, inside the big house, it was cold. 
“Holy shit,” Daddy said. “God bless the U-S-of-A.”  
“Tax payer dollars go into this?” Momma said, her brow furrowed. And Jujee 
laughed, beautifully, without covering her mouth. Momma always did that — she hated 
for folks to see her teeth, which were straight but tinted yellow. Years of cigarettes, 
smoked compulsively out their kitchen door. 
“You could say that, in a way,” Jujee said. “In a way, they do.” 
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 Leo lit cigarettes for himself and Daddy, so they could smoke and chit chat as 
they brought in the bags. Mary offered to help, too, but she had missed her chance — 
Loulou was there first, strolling up to Momma with her bag, and Jujee put her arms 
around Loulou, and gave her a big kiss on the crown of her head. 
“What an absolute darling. Look how big she is!”  
“I know,” Momma said. “Can you believe she’s twelve?” 
“Almost thirteen,” Loulou said.  
“Well, probably as tall as you’ll ever get.” Jujee said. She stretched her arms out, 
looking her all over. “I think all the Trudeau women maxed out at twelve. I never moved 
an inch after eleven and a half.” 
“Ah, hey,” Loulou said. “I’m not done yet.”  
“She plays basketball,” Momma said. “She wants a few more inches, you 
understand.”  
They were settled in by the big glass windows, where Mary had been consumed 
by the rounded corners of a bean bag chair. It was purple. She had never sat in a bean bag 
chair before, had only seen them in the magazines her Momma liked to read at Mrs. 
Parks’, where they got their hair cut once a year. 
Jujee turned, and Mary watched as her Aunt sized her up. She became very aware 
that she still had her shoes on, and that the frilly socks had begun to smell.  
“Of course, you wil grow, little egg.” Jujee said. “You’ve still got a lot of growing 
to do.”  
After they brought their bags to their rooms(!), Jujee corralled all of them back to 
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the car and drove them around to other side of the island, to get to the best beach. Leo 
parked, and Dad stayed behind with him at the car, sweating, talking about something 
grown up. Jujee walked the rest of them down the beach, on the soft, hot sand, Mary had 
never seen that much bright blue water. She had been to the coast of Maine, and so, when 
she took her shoes off to feel the water coming up to her toes, she expected it to be ice 
cold. But it wasn’t: it was like bath water. People were paddling deep into the ocean, 
surfing.  
“Isn’t it just amazing?” Jujee said.  
“It’s so warm!” Mary replied. When she turned, she saw her mother had her arm 
around Jujee’s shoulder. Jujee smiled, big. They weren’t looking at Mary. She looked 
around for Loulou, her blue shorts. Loulou was a blip on the other half of the beach, 
leaving foot prints in the sand.  
Suddenly, there were arms around her, and Jujee was running her into the swell of 
the ocean, fully clothed. When she came out, she was warm still, though her clothes were 
dripping, and the make up was running off Jujee’s face, but she was laughing, and though 
Momma would, under any other circumstances in the world, be absolutely enraged, she 
was also laughing.  
# 
That first night, after they got back from dinner (it was only Mary’s third time at a 
restaurant, and she had ordered a cheeseburger with french fries, and it was perfect) their 
parents stayed up late, which they never did, and Jujee poured them cocktails, and they 
just talked, and talked, and talked. Jujee’s voice was deeper than Mary expected. And she 
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laughed so loud it had made her Dad tense at the restaurant. But it was good! Every 
person in the place could see that they were having a good time.  
 Loulou sat on the stairs beside Mary and listened for a little bit, but eventually 
she got up to go to bed. 
“They aren’t as fun as you think they are,” Loulou said, before she went. She was 
wearing her pajamas, an old t-shirt of their fathers, with little holes at the collar, and 
varnish stains at the front of it.  
When Mary, at last, had ducked back to her bedroom, tired of the shake-shake-
shake of cocktail shaker the light was still on under her sister’s door. They had their own 
rooms for the very first time. The bed was so big that, probably, two hundred Marys 
could have filled it. And for fun,  that night she slept on it the wrong way — sideways — 
just to prove she could. It  felt like anything was possible, and, maybe it was just Mary 
being ten, and feeling for the first time, like she might someday become grown. 
# 
Mary had made it a habit to pick up the line in her father’s workshop whenever 
Jujee made one of her decadent long distance phone calls. Jujee’d call, and, just like she 
always did, Momma answered:  
“Hey, there, Mrs. Clark here.” And then, the sure fine sign that it was Jujee: 
“My darling!” 
That was her queue: always, to sprint to the workshop, outside, just behind the 
house. She did this even in winter time. All for the chance to hear the full conversation, to 
140
hear Jujee telling Momma about whatever took up her day. But inevitably, when her 
mother would sigh and say, “Miss Mary, will you leave us alone?” Mary’d rush up the 
stairs, grab Louise from whatever boring task she was occupying herself with, and they’d 
settle together on the stairs, hidden behind the wall separating the hallway from the 
kitchen, so they could listen to at least one side of the goods.  
Their mother would punctuate every syllable like a moving piston. Wrap it up, the 
machine of her voice said, you’re calling from Tibet, you loon. 
What a funny thing, then, to have come all this way to see her mother and Jujee 
together. All her life, Mary had wondered at her aunt. What did a person who did all that 
traveling look like? What did she sound like? She had imagined that something about 
Jujee would turn her mother into a similar sort of creature: elegant, divine, that she would 
become something else, something more magical than just old Momma. But in the week 
they stayed there, in that humungous house, after that first day, Momma was still 
Momma. The first morning, she got up and made breakfast. Slowly, but still. All morning, 
there was no sign of Jujee in the house, and Mary heard Momma calling for her, the 
house so big it echoed.  
“But the bathrooms,” Mary heard her whisper to Daddy, “are atrocious!” 
And he had laughed, but gotten up, and headed to the bathrooms. For her, he 
scrubbed them clean, while Momma munched on sliced pineapple and looked out the big 
window to the sea, and nobody, not a one of them, looked at Mary.  
Mary looked from room to room. Mostly, the house was empty, the walls bare. It 
didn’t seem like a real place where someone actually lived. The room that was, 
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supposedly, Jujee’s was locked. It never became unlocked.  
After that day, really, they spent the majority of the week alone, Momma slicing 
up pineapple after pineapple, frying eggs on the one pan Jujee had in her house. Dad took 
Louise golfing, with clubs that Jujee left for them, and Momma and Mary stayed in the 
house. They didn’t have anywhere to go. Momma hadn’t done much research or 
anything, she had told them in the months leading up to this that surely, Jujee would show 
them all around, would tell them what to do. Mary read, mostly, which was fine. She 
liked it, she liked the big windows, too, though she sat by one so long that, even from the 
inside she got a sunburn. Momma mostly sat around and looked nervous. 
“Momma,” Mary asked. “Where’s Jujee?”  
“Oh, dear, you know. I don’t know. She’s very busy.”  
“She knew we were coming, right?” 
 Momma had stood up, then, nodded, and walked upstairs. She was going to take 
a nap. 
Their very last, last night Dad and Momma went out to dinner, alone, and came 
back with big, chocolate brownies to split with the girls for dessert. All together, Loulou, 
Mary, Momma and Dad, they ate the brownies in the big white room, the ocean just 
outside. 
“Don’t worry about the crumbs,” Dad said. “Get ‘em everywhere, if you want. 
Doesn’t matter.”  
When they went to bed, the floor was covered with little brown crumbs. By the 
time they were packing, it was sort of easy to forget why they had come at all, and the 
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mystery of Jujee wasn’t even all that glamorous. It was a big house, sure, but. After that 
first day? She was no fun.  
And at last, when they returned to Maine, Louise to her bed, and Mary to hers, 
Mary found that she slept better with her sister’s breathing in the room: when her sister’s 
big, almost grown up lungs guide her back to sleep.  
ii.  
On the third ring, Loulou answers the phone. It barely sounds like she’s there. 
There are other people in the apartment, lots of bustle on the line. Background chatter in a 
movie, almost. Mary can’t help it, she’s anxious, and she’s been thinking about it all day, 
through her classes, through a maybe less than stellar aerobics class, through the clink, 
clink, clink as her she pressed her quarters into the body of the payphone in her dorm 
hall’s lobby, and so instead of letting Louise finish her “Hello,” Mary interrupts with the 
line she’s been practicing all day.  
“Lou, did you end up seeing Momma this week?”  
“Hello to you too, Mary.” Laughter on the other side of the line, not her sister’s. 
As always, Mary is the interrupter, the asshole. She wonders, briefly, who fills her sister’s 
sunny Portland apartment, when it is no longer sunny. It’s a great apartment; Mary and 
their Dad had helped Loulou move in five years ago. Together, they had lugged a heavy 
glass coffee table up the stairs to her second apartment, and Dad had sat down, 
immediately, laughing. He had needed a beer, that was it, he said, that was all the work he 
was going to do. He left his two daughters to carry up the rest of Loulou’s furniture. 
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Later, when Loulou and Mary were alone, Mary was feeling So Grown Up and 
mentioned that she was bothered by Dad just sitting there. Ah, Mary Loulou had said. But 
before we even got here, he had cleaned the whole fucking apartment.  
 “I did see Momma.” Loulou says. “She’s okay. I got her groceries.” 
A pause, then she adds:  
“You know you can call when you’re worried.”  
“But she figures it out,” Mary says. 
“Figures what out?” 
“That I’m worried.” 
Their mother Emmaline had been, for most of their childhood, a hardworking 
woman who never seemed to run out of juice. She was always doing something, if there 
was ever a moment of downtime, she was cleaning, or preening, or mending hems. And 
any suggestion from either of her daughter’s that she was worth worrying over? Well. 
“Well that’s on account of you always asking so many damn questions, dingus,” 
Louise says. 
“I can’t help it.”  
She imagines Loulou twirling the phone’s thick rope of cord her finger, like she 
always does. Breath in, a big breath.  
“And it’s a problem, then. You think it’s a problem if she figures it out.”  
“She gets…Fussy.”  
“Okay. Well, she was just dandy when I saw her Tuesday. I mean, a fucking mess, 
but, you know. Momma.”  
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Mary looks at the guard behind the reception desk. It’s Mark Ly, who is sweet and 
handsome and in half her classes, with big brown eyes and fingers so small every flit of 
his pencil is like an act of grace. And what, could he tell? Did she look like some kind of 
crazy person with a dead dad? Could he read it on her, in the way she was talking? He 
smiled at her. She couldn’t help it — She smiled back. He turned back to his book. 
“Did she eat?” Mary whispers.  
“What? I dunno. I brought her a ton of food. Why are you talking so quiet?”  
“No, Lou, did you watch her eat.” 
“I’m sorry, officer, no, I Did Not Watch Her Eat.”  
She turns to look over at Mark again. She does this to keep herself from shouting 
at Louise, and it works. He’s doing a pretty good job at keeping his face in the book, but 
listening just the same, and she knows this because she too is that way, nosey despite 
herself.  
“Last time I was with her, I didn’t see her eat a thing. She’s lost like, fifty 
pounds.” 
“So have you, MaryBear.” 
It wasn’t fifty, closer to thirty — but Mary had it to lose. In the wake of their 
Dad’s second heart attack, his second surgery, she had eaten practically everything she 
could get her hands on. And she had always been a little heavier to boot, contrasting 
Loulou’s lithe athleticism with her own cozy reading habits. But after Dad, she had cut 
out meat, and began swimming and jazzercise three times a week at the Y.  
“Well, anyway. Will you be home for Christmas?”  
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“Yes, yes. Not all of it, some of us have to work, but yeah. You’ll see me Sunday.” 
At Loulou’s party, somebody has dropped something, and the sound of shattering 
glass makes it all the way over the line. Somebody calls to Louise, Lou! and then: 
“I have to go.” Louise says, “But I love you, MaryBear. So much.”  
And Mary is left alone in the lobby with Mark, but not for long, because she turns 
without looking at the boy who is, in reality, very sweet, and would likely buy her coffee 
after his shift got out, and would let her talk about something, anything other than her 
dead father, her fucked up mother.  
It has seemed to Mary that their mother was suffering from a wound from which 
she would likely never recover. If she forgot to tell you something before you left the 
house, she’d call after you with “And, Ted-!”  She drank her coffee in the mornings black 
now, because without their father she couldn’t be bothered to buy milk at the store, 
though she had always drank coffee that way, though there had never been a time without 
a milk white coffee in her mother’s hand, she adjusted just fine to bitter, because the milk 
was a treat that Ted, their father, had shown her how to love, and now that he was gone, 
well.  
 It might have been better, been easier to understand if she cried, if she wailed, if 
she raged, but instead it was like a whole part of her had been shut off. One day, her 
mother was there, and the next, there was another human being entirely, soft grey whips 
of hair, shuffling around the house all day without slippers, wrapped delicately in the 
throw blanket that she herself had crotched for Louise. Whole conversations could go on 
around her and she would not participate, could not be moved to — even if you called her 
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by her first name. Which was almost hilarious, as when Loulou was 13, she had done this 
very thing to disastrous results. 
 “Emmaline,” she had said. “Don’t be such a drag.”  
Well, “Emmaline” had immediately walked herself to the downstairs bathroom to 
cry, and when Dad got home from work, he sat Mary and Louise down, and explained 
why Momma’s feelings were hurt. It amounted to little more than “you’re growing up so 
fast, too fast, please slow down,” but he had thrown in some bits about “respecting and 
honoring your parents,” and he had ended those bits with a wink, because of course, 
because he was Dad. At the time, Mary had been so frustrated about being included when 
she had nothing to do with it whatsoever, but the talk must have worked, because Mary 
never made the same mistake. 
# 
Winter break: Mary takes the long bus from Boston to Bangor, and waits at the 
depot for Momma to arrive in her busted up, shit colored Chevette. It’s snowing, so she 
pulls her coat closer to her chest. She hadn’t expected to be off the bus long, and so her 
gloves were at the bottom of her little blue suitcase, stuffed in among her dirty laundry. 
Leave it to Mom, Mary thinks. The one time I plan poorly.  
This time of night, though, the area is perfectly quiet, deserted, and as the snow 
tapped away at the bus stop, and Mary looks across the street, at the line of heavy green 
trees, thinks about Dad. She can’t help it. He didn’t go with them to Bangor much, but 
when he did he called it The Arsehole of Maine — not cute enough for the tourist bunch, 
and not green enough, not rugged enough, for the real Mainers. Truckertown. No trucks, 
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now, though. The night is so quiet that she hears the car approach before she sees the 
lights come up from below the hill. It’s not Momma’s Chevette — but it slows in front of 
her, anyway.  
Mary’s no fool and so gather’s her bags in her hand, digs her heals in, wishing for 
more practical shoes. Whatever you got that’s heaviest — that was Loulou’s advice. The 
straps of her backpack, the canvas. But still, fool or not, she stays glued in place. Else, 
there’s no where to go — behind her, there’s the depot (closed), and in front: the dark, 
unknown woods.  
It takes a minute to roll down the window, and the moments are agonizing. But 
it’s not a stranger — it’s Mrs. Hedelmen.  
“Howdy, Miss Mary!” She calls into the dark, waving her gloved hand out of the 
window. “Your mother sent me on over to getchya. Get in here, you’ll freeze your bum 
off!”  
A loud click as the trunk pops. Mary shuffles, hurls her bags among boxes full of 
old quilting scraps, and makes her way to the warm breath of the car’s interior, its soft 
carpeted seats.  
“Gee, I hope you didn’t have to wait all that long out there. Your mother said your 
bus was getting in around 9:45.” 
Mary tries to remember the last time she saw Mrs. Hedelmen; and the only image 
that appears is that of Mrs. Hedelmen flinging herself at Mother during Dad’s wake, the 
force of the hug so extreme it almost sent Mother backwards and into the shine of her 
father’s open casket, his pink waxed face. Mary thinks she told a story about all those 
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times she had called on Dad to fix something, how he’d meander up the thin path 
between their properties, rain or shine, with his green, beat-up tool box. 
Now, Mrs. Hedelmen has nothing on but a thin t-shirt and a thick, hand knit 
beanie. In the backseat there surely, must be, a forgotten cardigan, or something, because 
it’s twenty degrees outside, and even inside the car, covered up to the nose, Mary can’t 
help but shake. Mrs. Hedelmen seems to be a natural, though, and carries them away in 
the direction of home. Maybe: despite the cold wind that sometimes wipped between 
buildings and off the water, Boston had made Mary a little bit soft. 
“I thought Mom was coming to get me.” 
“I hate to disappoint you.” Mrs. Hedelmen smiles, showing her cigarette-yellowed 
teeth, perfectly straight.  
“Oh, well, of course not a disappointment, Mrs. H! Of course not a 
disappointment, never a disappointment.” Mary takes a moment to warm her hands 
against the heating vents. “Is there a reason Mom couldn’t come?” 
“I’m not sure, to be honest. She just called and asked if I wouldn’t mind. And of 
course, I don’t! How wonderful to see you, Miss Mary. Just how are things?”  
# 
When they make it back to the home Mary grew up in, its tall, white boards and 
big, black window frames, the porch with its pine colored floors, Mary gets her bag from 
the back of Mrs. Hedelmen’s car. The trunk shuts with a satisfying clunk. Warm, still, 
from the thirty minute ride, she makes her way to the front porch, though the house is 
dark. This is their first Christmas without Dad. In every Christmas before, he had lit up 
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all the windows with small candles. Plain white lights, nothing gaudy. Momma liked it 
that way; she said there was nothing to be done about all that flash others liked to do for 
decor, but there was something special about Christmas time, a few twinkling lights in 
the windows, their reflection on the snow. Dad was always dutiful about setting up the 
lights; the first night of December, when he’d turn them on, he’d take them all out to the 
lawn. Arms around her and Loulou, Momma’s face, glowing in the darkness, the little 
kiss she’d land on Dad’s cheek. Mary couldn’t help it — in some ways, it was better 
coming home to the dark, rather than to see things all lit up, and know that her father 
wasn’t inside.  
There was also a part of her — ugly, she knew — that dreaded being asked to put 
up the candles anyway, the task that Louise would likely leave to her, balancing the fake 
candles on every mantle, tucking the wires to make sure nobody tripped. When her and 
Louise were girls, and Mary would chase Louise around the house, trying every trick in 
her little-kid-book to get her sister’s attention, sometimes she’d pull the wires out a little 
extra, so Louise would trip, and so Mary could land on top of her, giggling, and batter her 
sister with affection.  
Mary opens the front door, and turns to wave Mrs. Hedelmen away. Inside, the 
house is cold, still dark.  
“Momma?” Mary calls. Just the dark; no response. Momma must be in her 
bedroom. The house smells vaguely of pine, and butter — something had been fried on 
the cooktop. Maybe she wasn’t feeling well, maybe she’d picked up something. Mary 
thinks about ringing Louise, but surely, Louise is driving, or will be, soon. She imagines 
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Louise closing up the little antique shop her partner Rachel owns in Portland, flipping the 
sign, turning off the lights, looking at the sky, thinking about taking a the long bike ride 
here, to home, but knows she won’t. Hopes, really.  
Mary takes the stairs. She’s been calling, making sure to catch up, and on the 
phone, Momma had sounded so fine. The other day, Mary called from the Student Center 
at lunch time, and her Mom had told her a long story about running into her third grade 
teacher at the IGA, Ms. Platt, and oh, hadn’t Ms. Platt just gabbed and gabbed about how 
much she had just loved having her as a student. But, Momma, Mary reminded, It was 
Loulou who had Ms. Platt, rememberer?  
Upstairs, there are no lights still, but Mary could meander this whole house in the 
dark. Ask her to find anything anywhere, and she could, blindfolded — the small, metal 
potato peeler that belonged to her grandmother, the television remote still lounging, she 
was sure, on the right arm of her father’s arm chair. Loulou’s chapstick collection, that 
waxy pile, in the drawer of their shared nightstand. The floorboards creaked the same. No 
matter how far she had traveled, that, at least, was true.  
She finds Momma in the bedroom, propped up among her quilts and all her 
father’s pillows, the ones he used to hold his arms up at night to keep the pain of his 
arthritis at bay. The room is dark, save the glow of the small television propped on a 
nightstand beside the door. It makes no sound, but the light catches Momma in the 
darkness, naked in bed, glasses on. Her mother’s breasts, thin and long, covered in 
freckles. 
“Marybear, you made it,” She says. “Have you seen this show before?”  
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Mary turns —Next Generation, Picard and Riker in a long conference room.  
“Yes,” she says. Her mother looks so small among the pillows, the quilts. How 
crowded the bed seems, against the enormous darkness of the house. 
Loulou would be better here: she would walk herself right to the bed and get up 
beside their mother, take her into her arms. 
Loulou arrives two days later, parking her motorcycle in the patch of gravel 
beside their mother’s car. Mary doesn’t need to tell her how bad things are: it’s obvious. 
Together, the three of them eat dinner, fish chowder, which Mary has prepared badly. She 
had been distracted as the onions sweated in the butter and pepper, and they had begun to 
brown, and the fish had overcooked in the thick, creamy broth. Nobody said anything, 
and of course, Louise had three bowls plus two slices of scali bread, slathered with butter, 
but Momma ate none of it. And Mary watched the whole time, keeping a tally inside 
herself for every time the soup made it up from the bowl, and then again to her mouth, 
and then returned, empty, to the bowl. 
Together: Mary and Louise put up all the christmas lights in the windows. That 
night, Mary is relieved when, rather than staying the night, Louise decides to head back 
to her apartment. Alone in the dark, Mary lets herself cry.  
# 
Mary makes dinner for Momma, for the very first time. It’s a horrible disaster. At 
school, she had learned to make many things, including spaghetti carbonara — it was her 
favorite treat meal after a final, and also, her favorite meal at have at 3:00am, and she 
hadn’t fucked it up so badly ever before, but here it was, fucked up. Something about 
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actually cooking in her childhood kitchen, using knives that so clearly belonged in her 
mother’s hands, her father’s. The cast iron pan, too hot for the egg mixture, causing it 
curdle.  
As she sort of, almost began to panic, she could feel Momma watching her from 
the dining table. Momma was still in her pajamas, even though it was evening. But she 
had showered that morning, a nice change. First thing Mary did was all the laundry, piled 
up at the base of Mommma’s bed. It was odd, folding Momma’s clothes, something she 
had seen her do, maybe a thousand times over the course of her life, and to do it, for the 
first time for her. The load was, actually, not very big. It seemed Momma had been 
wearing and re-wearing the same several garments. 
The bowl of pasta in front of her is terrible, and unservable, so Mary opens the 
cabinet below the sink, and tosses it all into the bin. 
“What are you doing?” Momma says. “That’s a lot of food to throw away.” 
“It was ruined.” 
“Not what you wanted,” Momma says, knocking on the thick wood of the table, 
“is not ruined.” 
The steam was rising from the trash can. She should have waited for it to be cool: 
now, the heat of the pasta will probably melt the whole bin.  
“I have to take this out.” 
“Okay.”  
She carries the whole bin outside, dumps it in the large trash. Outside, its so cold. 
Not snowing, but it smells like it will be. The trees that line the property. Home. In 
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Boston, there were always things to do. Something Dad said to her once floats into 
Mary’s brain: someday I swear, you’ll get that the quiet is better.  
Inside, she finds Momma at the stove, flipping a grilled cheese. 
“Sit,” Momma says. “Eat.”  
She does. Being alone with Momma is so strange. What do we talk about, now, 
just the two of us? Star Trek? Before, the topic had always been Dad or Loulou, but they 
had just seen Louise yesterday, and so there was really, nothing to catch up on.  
“I have something to tell you,” Momma says, after a long pause. 
“Okay,” Mary says. She waits.  
‘Something’ could be terrible: it could also, not be. Either way,  Mary knows, it’ll 
come. 
“I want to sell the house. It’s … too big.” 
“Too big?” 
“You and Louise are gone, and mostly I’m alone here. It’s a lot of house.” 
A lot of house. She’s right, of course, and even just the two of them, here, 
bumping into each other and waiting for Louise to come home. And all of it: every floor 
in the floor board is Dad. His things are everywhere, still. And it has been six months. 
Dust.  
It is hard to count the number of times Mary has cried in front of her mother. It is 
probably a very larger number, though maybe reasonable. She thinks: this is the house 
that my grandfather built, the house that my father inherited. And now, it will go away. 
# 
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So, then, over Christmas, they ready the house for sale. Momma needed a new 
place to be, a smaller place. They circle advertisements in the paper, people in Portland 
with one bedrooms to rent. Close to Louise. 
While Louise re-caulks the bathroom tiles, Momma sits diligently on the sofa, 
wrapping glassware in layer after layer of newspaper, hoping for the best. All the fancy 
Waterford and all of the jam jars they had favored. Everything, wrapped with the same 
care. Outside, it’s snowing, but not hard — just a little bit. From her parent’s bedroom 
window, Mary can make out the line of her father’s woodworking shed against the dark.  
When she was little, entering their bedroom was a treat reserved for sick days and 
Christmas morning. The room itself is small and weirdly carpeted with a vibrant 70s 
green. Most of the room is taken up by the four-poster oak bed that her parents slept in, 
together, for twenty five years. Longer than Mary had been alive. Her task: Dad’s clothes, 
which still hang in the closet.  She’s lucky that, for the first few hours she sorts, mostly 
she sorts the clothes that hang in back, clothes he hadn’t worn often, clothes he had 
forgotten about. Little miracles to stall things like his favorite wool shirt, muddy grey and 
worn at the elbows, the blue jeans he wore every weekend, and their holes, the little ones 
his wallet made at the corners of his left back pocket.  
He had been gone six months, and it still came over her like allergies. One 
moment, she’d be alright, she’d be doing her organic chemistry homework, and the next, 
Dad would come to her with the breeze, and she’d be thinking about when her and Louise 
broke Momma’s Virgin Mary statue with a careless toss of a softball, and they had been 
so afraid, but Loulou had known, she had brought the shattered pieces wordlessly to their 
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father’s shed, and he had stepped away from his sanders. The room smelled everywhere 
of woodchips, and that was his smell, Dad’s smell, wood and oil, and (on Saturdays) 
tabacco, this was Dad’s place, and he ran his finger’s through his stark white hair, and 
inspected the shards of broken porcelain.  
“Alright now,” he said. “Little Loulou is gonna get the glue, and Miss Mary, 
you’re gonna get the rest of the statue.”  
She hauled that stupid stature, now faceless, across the lawn, and surely, if 
Momma had paid attention, she’d would’ve noticed the thick line in the grass, the 
evidence of where the sculpture had been dragged from its home by the rose bush. 
Together, Mary and her sister and her father put the damned thing back together. She was 
so little then. She might say that this was her first memory, and it wasn’t, not in reality, 
but it was her first big one, the first one that played out before her like a movie. Momma 
was in absentia, sure, but there, so clearly, was Dad— tall, chewing tobacco and 
scratching his head under his favorite, salt-rimmed baseball cap. There was Loulou, too, 
before she got too big to play with Mary, before she became Louise. 
 In the midst of the dump of men’s clothes that had belonged to but had not been 
worn by her father, Mary discovers a small cardboard box full of photos. Before she 
opens it, Mary sends up a little prayer: I really hope these are not of Dad. I really hope—  
She get lucky. 
Young, their mother was a near-perfect replica of Loulou. Tall, straight hair — the 
same gummy smile. And in the photos, too, another woman: their Aunt Jujee. It’s been a 
long time since she saw Jujee, or really even thought of her. A woman who, in Mary’s 
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memory, was a sort of glamorous, soft, overly friendly woman with meticulously styled 
hair and clothing. But in the photos, Jujee seems completely unglamorous, a little pudgy, 
and has a smile that seems the most beautiful possible version of Mary’s own. In a series 
of photo booth pictures, held together with a paperclip, there’s a movement of laughter in 
the women’s young faces, hair stuck in teeth, hands grasping shoulders.  
How long had it been since they talked? When she was really little, they talked all 
the time. Before that Hawaii trip, their weekly phone calls had been like a lifeline to 
Momma. While Jujee was off, learning how to draw air through her teeth, sipping wine 
and teaching bridge to fancy, foreign strangers, Emmaline, her mother, was washing her 
babies, along with their clothes, in her kitchen sink. She was making three meals a day, at 
times fueled by little more than hot water with lemon. She mended dresses.  
And every week, when Momma made bread from scratch, as the bread rose, Mary 
remembers, she used up pick up the phone long distance to call Jujee, wherever she was 
in the whole world. Hello, Sis, Mary imagines, What’s the mystery in your part of the 
world? 
And Mary could see the teenage girl in these photos, then a woman, out there 
somewhere in some silk number, picking up the phone like she was Joan Crawford. This 
was a woman who would drop anything, any lover in any silk sheet, any crisis in any 
embassy, just listen to her big sister talk, and to give her sister advice on how she might 
take care of her hands, dry and split from washing, all the new ways to pin her hair, and 
tell her, all easy, that she would see her soon. This: was an idea to ponder. That Momma, 
maybe, did not have to be so alone. 
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# 
It wasn’t often that Mary could convince Loulou to visit her in Boston. Never in 
the winter; it was too cold, and the roads too bad. But then again, Mary never gave 
Loulou the option of saying ‘yes’ to that — because she would say yes, just to prove a 
point — yes, I can and will drive my motorcycle across the frozen planes of 95. And 
usually, when Mary actually did ask, it was in the context of the spring time, which of 
course, posed absolutely no challenge to Loulou, might have actually been a pleasant ride 
to make on her Death Trap Machine, and so, Loulou decided then that she’d be busy. 
Because why do anything that might be just easy. And to see each other, then, at home, 
for Christmas, was almost sacred time. But of course, they couldn’t talk in the house. Not 
about anything important. Noise always traveled in the house, its walls thin like paper; 
anything said from the folding chairs on the porch might be heard in the upstairs 
bathroom. They arrange to meet first at Jeff’s Pizza, a Bangor Classic. Mary takes the car, 
saying she has to run errands first, but really — it’s so she can demurely decline the offer 
of a ride home on Loulou’s Death Machine.  
 When she rides up, Loulou is already outside, smoking a cigarette like she had 
walked out of an episode of Miami Vice. She’s beautiful, as always, her hair long and 
braided, her slim shoulders hidden under a leather jacket. She taps her heavy boot along 
the pavement. When Loulou sees her, she points at Mary like she’s picking her out of a 
lineup, then smiles her wide big sister grin. And Mary of course can’t help but return it, 
because Loulou’s smile is like a yawn. Catching. 
Mary likes Jeff’s because they have Pepsi, and not Coke, and Loulou offers to pay 
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so that Mary can get the biggest size possible, because Loulou is a real adult with a real 
job, and Mary is a lowly college student, picking up night shifts selling detergent packets 
at the EZ Wash. Mary drinks her Pepsi like a demon. She chugs it til it burns. She hopes 
Loulou can’t tell that she’s as anxious as she is; and she keeps repeating her intended 
words in her mind, turning them over again and again, while Loulou tells her about her 
new girlfriend, the girlfriend’s dog, who’s name is Deeojee, as in D-O-G. Loulou leaves 
her pizza, mostly, and its grease seeps from the paper plate to the table below. All the 
tables in the restaurant are sticky. Really, it was terrible pizza; worst in town in fact, but it 
was cheap, and Mary could get the free refits that she needed with a fury she didn’t quite 
understand. Loulou’s helmet takes up a whole corner of their table.  
Jeff’s is mostly empty, but there’s a small family there, about to order, a Mom and 
a Dad, and a Son.  The mother bends, taking the baseball cap off her son’s head. She pats 
the back of his neck and runs her hand along his hair, the little stubs of what’s left of it. 
His first haircut, maybe. A reward for sitting in his chair, doing what had to be done. The 
dad reads the menu with his eyes, forming, silently, the words as he goes with his mouth. 
Beside him, the boy does the same. Mary watches, enveloped by the elegance of genetics.  
Loulou puts her hand on Mary’s.  
“Hey, hey, MaryBear. You with me?”  
“Yes. Yes. Sorry. I got distracted,” Mary says. 
“Mm-hmm. What are you thinking about?”  
“I’m thinking about Mom. I’m worried about her.”  
Loulou clears her throat, takes a bite of pizza. At the counter, the mother orders 
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two small pizzas from Gary, the pimply teen who works behind the counter on 
Wednesday nights. The ceiling fan whirs-whirs-whirs in the silence, each pass bringing 
shadows that cut the fluorescent light.  
“Well, yeah.” Loulou says. “You and me both. And now, the fucking house? I 
mean, it’s good, yeah, it’s probably for the best, but. Well. You know.” 
“I guess I’m just — I don’t know. I’m getting desperate.” She pauses, takes a deep 
breath. “I’ve kind of thought about reaching out to Aunt Jujee about it.”  
“Auntie Jujee? Well, Mary, I don’t think they’ve talked in a long time.” Loulou 
says, very careful with her words. 
“No, you’re right. I don’t think they’ve talked since we were kids.”  
“And you think that she’ll just, have something to say? She didn’t even come to 
the funeral.”  
“No, she didn’t,” Mary says. “But who knows where she was in the world. Or if 
Mom even told her.”  
“Excuses, excuses.” Loulou says, and then has another bite of pizza, the orange 
grease forming a long line at the corner of her lip. 
Mary looks past her, to the soda machine, and gets up for a refill. 
“You remember that trip we took to Hawaii visit Jujee?” Louise asks, when Mary 
returns. Half of her pizza had been consumed in the time it had taken Mary to walk to and 
from the soda machine.  
“Of course.” 
The very notion that she could have forgotten that trip was ridiculous. It was their 
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only family vacation, and the only time that Mary had ever flown on a plane. And, in a 
smaller way, it was the first time she had chewed bubble gum — her mother had handed 
her a stick of juicy fruit to gnaw on as the plane took off, so her ears wouldn’t pop. She 
had chewed that bad boy from Boston to Los Angeles. Loulou continues: 
“And do you remember a whole lot about Jujee on that trip?”  
“What do you mean?”  
 Loulou has finished her pizza. She reaches across the table and grabs Mary’s 
half-eaten slice. 
“Well, Mary, most of that trip was just us putting around a big empty house while 
we waited for Jujee to show up at god-knows-what hour. And… did I ever tell you this? 
The last morning we were there I was in the kitchen, and I think it must have been, say 
eleven. Who cares what time exactly, but it was late morning, because we had all already 
eaten and you and Momma were playing rummy. So, almost noon, maybe even after 
noon, and Jujee comes down the stairs in this fucking teeny robe, and she opens her 
fridge, pours herself a big glass of Clamato, and jumps about five feet in the air when she 
sees me. Red juice everywhere on the floor. And she says to me, her 14 year old niece, 
mind you, she says to her fourteen year old niece, who she hasn’t seen properly since said 
niece was 4 fucking years old, she has the cahones to say, ‘Oh, Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, 
that’s right. You all are still here.’” 
For years before that trip, they only ‘saw’ Jujee on holidays, when their mother 
held the phone to their ears and said “It’s Jujee, say hello to your namesake.”  
Because Jujee was really Mary-Louise. Each of them was named for half of her.  
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Jujee was simply a nickname, a nickname that came from their own infant mother’s failed 
pronunciation of “Louise.”  
Around them, the pizza place has gone quiet. They are now the only customers, 
and Gary has begun to wipe at other tables with a thick yellow rag. Out the big window, 
Mary looks to the parking lot, the cars framed by Maine winter. She thinks of Momma, 
wrapped up in bed, watching television all day.  
“I don’t know what else to do,” Mary says, eventually. “Maybe, I don’t know, she 
could be helpful. Maybe, I don’t know, she could visit, or I don’t know. Maybe even give 
Mom a place to stay.” 
“Hmmm,” Louise says. “Well, she did have money. And you’re welcome to try 
and find her, but—”  
“But you’re not helping?” 
“No, Marybear. I think, well,” Loulou rubs a hand over her face. Red, chapped 
knuckles. “I think there are more important things at hand.” 
# 
The first time Mary rode a bike, she was four, and Louise had bothered their Dad 
about it, mercilessly, because Louise hadn’t gotten to do it until she was seven. But, then, 
hey, Dad had said, nothing bad happened then, so how about we let Marybear give it a 
shot? And really, lots of things happened this way: she acquired lots of skills before she 
was ready, often because, she suspects, her parents forgot how old she really was. As 
soon as Louise left Loulou behind, she was always out and about, five years older, 
smoking cigarettes and pretending to be twenty five, then, at twenty five, pretending to be 
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16 again. Such, Mary knew, was the way of Loulou. Wonderous, exasperating Loulou. 
At seventeen, when Mary was twelve, Louise had been the star of the Aroostock 
County Regional Basketball Team. Everyday, following Louise’s beat up Plymouth fifty 
yards behind on her bicycle, Mary wasn’t spying per se, but rather, resentfully following 
her. From the very moment Louise had her license, Mary was banned from the car, 
though of course, neither had told her parents that. Louise, of course, would rather have 
the company of whatever girl she was keen on seducing that particular month.  
Sometimes, when their Mom would get a little tipsy during Sunday dinner, she 
would through out the big ‘O’ word, which was, of course, THE OLYMPICS. Maybe 
someday, Louise would shrug.  
And of course, never the fucking olympics. Frankly, mostly smoking grass before 
practice and coercing girls on the team to practice kissing with her before they tried it on 
their boyfriends. How many girls, because of Louise, knew how to kiss just so, and so 
seduced the boys just so, and so, got knocked up at eighteen, and so got married, and so 
were left behind, ultimately, by Louise, beautiful, careless Louise. Louise, who never 
came back to town. Too afraid, probably, to see all those babies. Not her children, but 
perhaps, a little, a little teeny bit, her fault.  
When Louise came out to her, it wasn’t a surprise, because she had been watching 
her sister for years. And Louise was relieved, she said, because Mary was the only person 
on earth who had reacted that way, who had just rolled her eyes, and gone, “Yeah, what 
else is new.” 
“If only I had told you first,” she had said, swiping a loose strand of hair from 
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Mary’s face.  
As it stood, she had actually told her parents first. She had done what her then 
girlfriend, Helen, had suggested. Sat them down, sat across from them. Dad in his TV 
chair, Momma sitting on the ottoman, her hand on Dad’s knee. From the couch, Louise 
had first started by saying that she loved them both very much. And then: she got 
nervous. She started talking first, about a boy she had known in elementary school, 
Timmy Shae, who often brought dolls to school, girl dolls, and she said, remember, 
Momma, how you said to me that it was okay, that some folks were just a little different? 
And Momma said, well, of course, Some folks are, and Daddy said nothing, and Louise 
said, well, I have to tell you something, and then, in the quiet that followed, Daddy said, 
just what are you getting at, Loulou, and Louise said: Momma, Daddy, I’m a 
homosexual.  
Momma started quiet but then began to shout, as if, somehow, saying the words 
louder would make it so there was a tangible answer: Why would you do this to yourself? 
Why on earth would you choose to do this?  
When Louise told Mary the story, without hesitating, Mary took her sister into her 
arms. Louise’s face always looked so funny when she cried, the way her pale eyelashes 
got all gummed up, and Mary told her as much. She felt Loulou smile into her shoulder. 
Yeah, Mary thought. If only. 
# 
As break winds itself to a close, Mary continues to ponder Jujee. 
Loulou and Mary have gotten the house about half clear of things. An apartment 
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has been found, the realtor called. Loulou, of course, was right: there was so much to be 
done.  
“Momma,” she says, the last day in the house. Her last full day in the house, 
probably ever. Though she tries not to think of it, not that way. Not yet. “How long has it 
been since you talked to Jujee?”  
“Jujee?” Momma says. Her head is lolled on Mary’s shoulder, as, together, they 
watch Oprah from the bed. The last things in the room are the bed and the television. 
“Oh, well. Quite a long time.”  
“Since Hawaii?” 
“No, not… quite that long.” Momma says. She takes a deep breath, then: “So 
funny, people say the darnedest things.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“This young man on the television, he’s just so darned funny.”  
Distraction was an effective way of avoiding conversation. This, Mary had 
learned, long ago, from her mother. 
iii. 
It is the easiest thing in the world to fall in love with Mark Ly. Mary does it at an 
olympic pace. A date here or there, becomes a date every night of week, dessert after 
Chem lab, sex, in the morning, between his Comparative Lit seminars. For a time, it 
seems easier to throw herself at Mark, full speed. He was endlessly interesting: he loved 
laughing out loud at slasher flicks in the theater, he could recite every Sappho poem by 
heart, and also, he volunteered several nights a week at the ASPCA, walking dogs. He 
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took her there, once, let her stay for an hour in the corner with a sweet, blind dog, that 
was warm, and named Noodle.  
But when she’s not with Mark, or in class, she’s making moves.  
It’s not as hard as you’d think it might be to call the Federal government. It’s just 
a lot of time to waste, so she calls them, pulling up a book. She put off laundry for a 
week, and then, two, to save up the coins for all the Please, Holds, she’s sure she’s gonna 
get.  
And she’s honest, when she finally gets the right person.  
“I’m looking for my aunt, Mary-Louise Trudeau. We had a death in the family, 
and… we’ve been out of contact, but I’d like to let her know, please.” 
“And, Miss, you’d like her phone number?”  
“Address, maybe?” 
“We don’t give those out. A matter of policy, you understand.”  
“Sure. Of course. Yes. Phone number is fine.” 
“Actually,” the woman on the other half of the line says. “We can’t give that out 
either.” 
Mark is on desk duty again. He smiles at her sympathetically, and she mouths I’m 
Sorry! 
“Will you at least tell me,” Mary says, “what phonebook to check?” 
A long pause on the line, a clicking noise, the kind they say in spy movies means 
somebody’s listening. Those dreams, of Jujee as a spy, seem so far away now. Were only, 
really, an excuse surely, to make up for how shitty she had been.  
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“I can give you her Fax.” 
“Her fax?” 
“Legally, it’s the best I can do. It’s all I can do, really.” 
She takes down the fax number. And then, with her last two quarters, she goes to 
Loulou with the news.  
“Lou!” She says, before her sister has a chance. 
“This is Rachel, may I ask who is calling?” 
Rachel is lovely, but a little standoffish. Bookish, with a long, thin nose made for 
19
th
 century caricature. Mary is also sure that Rachel doesn’t like her much, though they 
have spent at least plenty of time together. 
“It’s Mary! Rachel! Well, is Loulou, uhm, is she home?” 
“Yes, she’s in the shower. She can call you back in a few.” 
“Eh, I’m at the pay phone. Can she come out now?” 
“Mary, that’s… she just got in the shower. I’m not gonna kick her out.” 
“This is really, really, important. Please.” 
“Okay.” A pause. A long pause. The final quarter. 
“Mary, are you alright?” Loulou says, finally.  
“I got her fax!” 
“You got who’s facts?” 
“Jujee! Her fax. Fax machine. I have her fax machine number. Not her regular 
number, but—” 
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“Isn’t it… Aren’t they the same?”  
# 
Mary, just like herself, took the day of JUJEEGATE off way in advance. She let 
all her professors know, made sure all her assignments were turned in. But Louise had to 
finish a shift at the bar. It would be a longer drive for Mary. She takes off in the morning 
from Boston, borrowing Mark’s car, a dark green Toyota with ketchup stained seats. 
Sorry, he had said, when he showed her car, it was my Mom’s car first, and my little 
brother is a mess. Still, it’s sweet of him to give her the car, particularly because they had 
been dating for only a few months, and as she drives she tries to keep herself busy with 
thoughts of him, but it only works so long before she’s swept into her oncoming task. She 
can’t tell if she is excited, or if she wants to die. Auntie Jujee. 
When her and Louise called, about a month back, the number the government had 
given her, Jujee had not actually been the one to pick up. It was a young man named Ian, 
who described himself as Jujee’s ‘helper,’ and said that Jujee had recently(!) relocated to 
a home in Maine, and would not be receiving visitors for a time. He had hung up. It had 
been a weekend, and she was crashing with Loulou.  
“Well, I guess there goes the old college try,” Loulou had said. They were eating 
chinese food on her couch, surrounded by greasy white paper cartons. Loulou munched 
on a scallion pancake, and as Mary pondered her next move, reaching for the green 
beans, the phone rang. Loulou grabbed it.  
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“Hello,” she said, mouth still full of pancake. “Ayuh, this is she.” 
Who is it? Mary mouthed, and Loulou shook her head. Wait a sec!  
“Sure,” Loulou continued. “Yes, sure. Wednesday, May 3
rd
. We’ll be there, thank 
you.”  
She hung up the phone.  
“Well, who was it?” Mary had said. 
“The guy you just got. It looks like Jujee reconsidered, just for us, and she was 
able to pencil us in.” The disgust on Loulou’s face had been palpable.  
“For May?” 
“How generous, right?” 
Loulou’s apartment was dark — Loulou liked it like this in the evening, lit only 
by a few tea light candles. They had moved their mother into he apartment the week 
before. She had downsized to the point of hilarity: bed, bed frame, tv-vcr on a card table, 
one pot, one pan, three plates. On the wall she had put up a framed picture of their family 
after Loulou’s high school graduation. It was the only thing on the walls, and Dad was at 
the very center of it. She seemed to like the apartment well enough; it was on the first 
floor, and there were no stairs, but still, Mary couldn’t help the fear that was growing at 
the pit of her, that her mother was and would be lonely forever.  
“It’ll do,” Mary had said. It’ll do.  
# 
And so now, on a grey May day, Mary pulls up to Jujee’s big old empty country 
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house. It’s freshly painted, with an American flag fluttering on a pole beside the front 
door. She waits there for Louise, and, by the time she finally arrives, Mary has to pee so 
badly her entire lower body feels like its buzzing. Something about Jujee’s door: big and 
with one of those obscene golden knockers, makes Mary queasy, and so rather than go 
inside, re-introduce herself to her aunt and ask to use the bathroom, Mary hunkered down 
on the hood of Mark’s Camry, and waited for her big sister.  
Louise clears her throat before knocking, and Mary is grateful for her bladder at 
the moment, because it allows her to avoid (well, pretend to avoid) the thick wad of 
anxiety at the bottom of her gut. Beside her Louise chomps gum, looking cool. Daddy 
used to say, You’re different, but different isn’t always bad. 
They wait outside the door, the only sounds, Louise’s chewing and birds, lots of 
them, calling to each other from trees on different sides of Jujee’s lawn. To avoid the 
impending piss disaster, Mary bounces in place, squeezing her legs together.  
“You gotta piss, MaryBear?” 
“Well. You kept me waiting a long time.” 
“How long were you here before I got here?”  
“Um. Maybe an hour?”  
“Fuck, and you stayed in your car? Why didn’t you knock? They’re expecting 
us.” 
Mary doesn’t respond. Of course, she could have knocked, but Louise had the 
benefit of being Louise, and Louise had the benefit of knowing Mary, and so, instead of 
pushing anything any further, Louise curls her lips in, and runs her long fingered hand 
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along Mary’s back. It feels nice.  
In the end, it isn’t Jujee who opens the door. It’s her “helper,” Ian, who is in life, a 
young man with thick black lashes and pale cheeks. He wears boat shoes, though he’s 
inside, and thick, framed glasses. He guides them into the house, when Mary blurts out 
introductions, he offers them “fresh squeezéd lemonade.” Both Mary and Louise decline. 
He shows them to a sitting area not meant for living, but for guests, and walks 
somewhere down a long, wallpapered hallway to seek out Aunt Jujee. It’s a relief to Mary 
that he seems to call her Jujee as well, although he says, “Miss Jujee,” which is, in some 
way, far more hilarious. 
“Fucking oval office furniture,” Louise says, resting her hand on a striped yellow 
couch. A clock almost as tall as the wall clamores in the corner. The sound of the tick-
tock deafened, and matched exceptionally tastefully with the clean lines of the crown 
molding and the marble mantle. No photos on the walls. It isn’t as if Mary expected 
photographs, but then of course, she would have loved to see them. She imagines her 
mother diligently mailing Jujee envelope after envelope stuffed with her childhood 
photos. There were so many photo albums at their home; at least for Louise’s first five 
years, the record was so meticulously kept that at times it felt like photos had been 
required moment-to-moment. Then, compare it to the evidence Mary had found of herself 
in their mother’s home: school mandated photos detailing her awkward, unsmiling face, 
complete with the nest of thick brown hair that she had only learned to tame as an adult, 
when her roommate kindly offered to show her how to braid it, and taught her what 
conditioner was.  
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Then of course, the photo of her and Jujee taken in Hawaii. Mary remembers the 
wonder of that moment. She couldn’t believe how amazing Jujee smelled up close, and at 
the time she had attempted to catelogue all of it, how a spy really smelled. Cigarette 
smoke, of course, but then, mint and something warmer, something Mary had never 
smelled before and so assumed was the very air that Jujee emanated. Of course, Mary 
smelled it years later in a coffee shop not far from campus, it was a kind of tea called 
Rooibos, which Jujee must have been drinking by the gallon because it came off her like 
sweat. They hadn’t been posing for the photo — which is in some ways the best part of 
the photo — and in all of that, Jujee was laughing, and Mary had her arms wrapped tight 
around Jujee’s legs, she remembers they were smooth and soft, and her mother’s legs 
were always different, still soft, but covered in a sort of thin black down. 
Before Ian leaves, Mary grabs his arm to ask for the restroom. He doesn’t give her 
directions, but he follows her there, down the hallway with its marble floors. His shoes 
make elegant clack-clack-clacks on the tile. It occurs to Mary that this is the nicest house 
she has ever been in. To call it a ‘house’ is a little extreme, even. It’s a fucking manor. On 
the wall, above a small end-table with a garish vase: a picture of Jujee shaking hands with 
Reagan. “Secretary.” 
The bathroom is nice, but the peeing is nicer. The hand towels are so plush she 
feels a little ridiculous drying her hands on them. In the mirror, she watches herself take a 
long, deep breath. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.  
She returns to the foyer, avoids eye contact with Reagan’s stupid face. 
Louise’s lips are pulled into a thin hard line. She always hated to wait. Long 
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distance runner, all American. Last year, she ran the Boston Marathon and Mary drove all 
the way up and then back again from Portland  go pick up Rachel. They stood at the 
finish line together, and when Louise crossed, sweating, pumping her arms and hooting, 
because she had beaten her PR, had come within 2 seconds of the top 10% of the pack, 
bleeding nipples and all, Loulou’s Rachel said, “Holy shit, she’s a beast.” Impatient, 
Mary had wanted to say. She runs because walking is just too damn slow.  
Ten minutes pass before the door is filled with Jujee. She was wearing a pink 
cashmere sweater, and a pair of “house loafers” that weren’t quite slippers. Jujee had 
shrunk quite a bit, but still seemed to be standing up straight. Mary remembers a story her 
mother had told her once about her own mother:  Her hair was greyed, cut short around 
her ears. Her lips mirrored Louise’s expression.  
“Ladies,” she says. She jiggles her wrist to re-settle her watch, gold, unreadable. 
“What a pleasant surprise it was to hear from you.”   
“Auntie Jujee,” Mary says. “We had no idea you lived so close.”  
“Yes, well, I haven’t been here long.” 
“Ian said that, that you had just, um, relocated?” Mary says. 
“Mmm, I’ve retired. At last.” 
Jujee remains standing in the door frame. She looks tense, Mary realizes. Beside 
her, Louise clears her throat.  
“Does Mom know how close you are?”  Louise says.  
“Oh, well, I haven’t let her know yet. I’m sure she knows how to find me. You 
both did!”  
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In strolls Ian with two short glasses of water. He hands them to the girls, then 
kisses Jujee on the cheek before leaving.  
“Please, sit.” Jujee says. 
 They settle on the beautiful couches, not made for sitting. And Jujee looks up at 
Mary, then Louise, then down at the carpet again. “I heard about your father. How 
terrible, I’m very sorry.”  
“Don’t feel bad about missing the funeral,” Louise says, and Mary bites her 
cheek, because it’s all she can do to keep herself from hitting Louise, who never really, 
thinks about anything, who just goes, and goes, and doesn’t think about what she has to 
say or what that might mean to anybody else. They’re playing a very careful game here. 
They have a goal. They are reuniting Jujee and Momma for Momma’s sake. That small 
apartment, so far away from Mary. And sure, Loulou visits but that’s only sometimes, and 
surely, this leaves Momma thinking so often about Dad, and what, how could she do any 
different? If there was no one with her?  
“Oh, well. I was out of the country.” 
“But now you’re back!” Mary says, smiling. “Congratulations, on the retirement.” 
“Thank you,” Jujee says. In that moment she flashes a smile that glimmers. It’s so 
spooky to see her like this, at once a completely correct vision of what her aunt might 
have grown into, and yet, still. It was almost like old age makeup in a movie. Not quite 
right. 
“Yeah, Congratulations.” Louise says, and then silence. “Secretary for all those 
years, huh?” 
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“Oh, I did lots of things in my day.” Jujee says. She takes off her shoe, and 
massages her foot in her hands, toes painted bright red, as if they weren’t even there. 
Mary takes a long sip of water, and then, finally, begins: 
“I’m sure you can imagine, Momma is having a very hard time.” 
“Yes, you know, I introduced her to your father? Poor thing. She had such 
difficulty with things like that when we were girls. My friend, Magda, was just crazy 
about your father, and I thought, well, you know, Emmaline might be a better fit for 
him-” 
It was so eerie for the house to be so silent, the ticking of the clock and nothing 
else. Wherever Ian is, he’s silent, as if immediately upon leaving the room he turned off. 
None of the furniture is the same as the house in Hawaii, and she wonders about that 
purple bean bag chair, where she read book after book. What happened to all that 
furniture? When they moved her mother into her apartment, they didn’t actually get rid of 
anything. Loulou took some furniture, a few things that would have fit in her apartment, 
and the rest went into a storage unit in Portland, and Loulou paid a few bucks a month to 
keep their whole childhood in a 10x10.  
“They really did have a wonderful marriage.” Mary says. “And we’d love to hear 
all about it, from you. But, um, we do have a question. We don’t know what happened 
between you and Momma, but, she’s really having quite a hard time. She sold the house, 
um, she’s living in an apartment in Portland, and I think she would really… I think she 
would really love to see you, if you could put aside whatever happened between you. I 
think she would love to see you, um, regularly in fact, Aunt Jujee, and I think that would 
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mean a great deal to her.”  
Louise’s hand comes to Mary’s shoulder. She squeezes. The old college try, the 
squeeze tells her. Jujee clucks her tongue against her front teeth, jiggles her watch again. 
The old clock in the room ticks, ticks, ticks. 
“It’s been a long time since I’ve seen you girls, and now, look at you. All grown 
up. I’m sure you are very well intentioned and it is nice to see you again, but you must 
realize that I have my own life. I haven’t talked to Emmaline in over ten years. We don’t 
need each other, we haven’t, and it’s just that easy. I think to go back now may be too 
difficult.”  
Mary takes a moment, and at first, she’s not sure she heard everything correctly. 
She hears a delicate clink as Louise puts down her glass on the mantel. Mary hadn’t even 
realized that Louise had stood up.  
“Well, it was very nice to see you again, Jujee,” Louise says. “Sorry for the 
trouble.”  
Louise guides her past Jujee, and out into the hallway, and then, out again, out the 
front door.  
Outside Jujee’s house, on her big, crisp-green lawn, Mary begins to cry.  
She hadn’t wanted trouble. Only to return to Momma with a taste of joy from the 
last mystery on earth, a woman who Momma talked about fondly, who lived in 
photographs and long distance phone calls, but no. Her mother was so lonely she wanted 
to move from a place she had lived her whole life, just to be in a space that might enclose 
her. And now, their old aunt, their mother’s sister, who used to live everywhere in the 
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world at once, and now, cowers at the mere task of calling her grieving sister, of even 
managing to swing by with a coffeecake. 
“It’s okay, Mary. Fuck her, its be fine. We don’t need her.”  
Louise knocks her shoulder into Mary’s. The gentle nudge makes her stumble, but 
Louise catches her before she can land the ass of her white corduroy pants on the grass.  
“That’s a pretty good catch,” Louise says. “If I do say so myself.”   
They hug for a long time on the lawn. Mary peers at the house, it’s windows, 
covered in blinds, despite all this sun.  
“Listen,” Louise says. “We can’t control everything. We just gotta do our best, 
Marybear.” 
Mary looks at her big sister, she can barely make out her whole face in the sun, 
but even squinting a bit, she’s beautiful.  
They make it home okay: Loulou behind Mary the whole way.  
On the drive, Mary imagines what it will be like, not long, probably, from now 
when Jujee dies. She imagines the services will be glorious. Everyone in the world would 
show up. A flurry of diplomats and government agents. Full pews at an enormous 
cathedral. No, better. Full pews and a line outside of the cathedral, a line that loops along 
the block. In front of them all, a big, blown up photo of Jujee in Hawaii, not anything she 
took with her nieces, but another one, of her in a big stupid lae, with no shoes on. A face 
Mary had never really known as her face, but might have seen the impression of in the 
upturn of Louise’s lips, or in her own narrow collar bones.  
Everyone would be crying. No: sobbing. A performance of grief that could stop 
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traffic. The woman, dead and buried in her casket, changed the world. Global crises 
would be solved as folks moved between the pews; diplomats, directors crying on each 
other’s shoulders, with Jujee’s name chanted from their lips like a prayer. The grief fills 
up the whole room, and they swim around in it, like fish in an incredibly impressive 
aquarium.  
 And no one, not a one, would ask, where is her family? Where on Earth did this 
woman come from?  
But Mary knows, after this kind of news, she would go to her mother’s apartment. 
She imagines it becoming a nice place to be, because it will be new, she imagines, they 
can make it together. She would brew her mother a big pot of tea, and Loulou would 
drive up on her motorcycle—  one handed so that she could carry a box of Dunkin 
Donuts. And on that morning, Mary would love her sister perfectly. She would love her 
Momma absolutely, and so, as they snacked on their Boston Cremes, their favorites,  they 
would be able to talk about Aunt Jujee, there, there could be grief, but the small kind, the 
kitchen table kind, the together kind. 
